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GLOSSARY 
adolescence (also youth). The period of life generally between the ages of 10 and 19. 
Antiquity. The era of history that includes Classical Antiquity and Late Antiquity, 
generally 800 BCE to 750 CE. 
Boomers. Individuals born between the years of 1943 and 1961. 
catechesis. An intentional form of Christian formation based on personal and verbal 
instruction with a goal of mastering and internalizing essential information of the 
faith. 
church. The organized, institutional, and regular meeting together of Christians for 
worship, fellowship, growth, and service; not just the body of believers across 
time and space. 
Dones. Americans who identify as having once been religiously-affiliated but are no 
longer. 
early church (also ancient church). The church as existing during Late Antiquity, the 
period between 150 CE and 705 CE. 
faith formation. See spiritual formation. 
family. A group of individuals who live together and are connected by marriage, law, 
birth, or cohabitation, including both traditional and non-traditional living 
arrangements. 
family of origin. The first social group to which a person belongs, i.e. an individual’s 
first family. Usually comprised of parents/guardians and siblings. 
Generation X (also GenX and GenXers). Individuals born between the years of 1961 and 
1982. 
Generation Y (also Millennials). Individuals born between the years of 1982 and 2004. 
Generation Z. Individuals born after the year 2004. 
juvenile. A young person who is not yet considered to be an adult; under the age of 18, 
including children and youth.  
Late Antiquity (also Late Antique). The period between Classical Antiquity and the 
Middle Ages, generally 150 CE to 750 CE. 
New Testament church. The church as existing during the period between the Pentecost 
event of Acts 2 and 149 CE. 
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office. A term of Late Antiquity used to denote an official time of prayer. 
Outcome-Based Education. An educational system that builds everything—curriculum, 
content, instructional strategies, assessments, and performance standards—on a 
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peer personality (also generational personality). The portion of the Strauss-Howe 
Generational Theory that says individuals which share common age location, 
beliefs and behavior, and perceived membership in a common generation will also 
share a common temperament.  
spiritual formation (also faith formation, discipleship, Christian formation, and faith 
formation). Any faith-related educational activity that has at the center of its 
mission the transformation of one’s heart, mind, body, and soul, going beyond the 
simple transmission of facts, data, or the belief systems of the parent or church; to 
permanently shape one’s being more into the likeness of Jesus Christ. 
turning. The transition from one generation to the next, usually precipitated by a major 
event that divides those born before/after the occurrence. 
youth. The period of life that includes early and middle adolescence. 
USAmerican (also American). Relating to, or belonging to, the United States of 
America.  
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ABSTRACT 
Approximately 70 percent of evangelical teenagers drop out of church and stop 
practicing their faith during the transition from adolescence to adulthood. Research 
indicates that cultural trends are less to blame for these negative trends than the 
utilization of ineffective methodologies for faith formation. This dissertation argues that 
the utilization of modern learning techniques in conjunction with adapted spiritual 
formation practices from Late Antiquity, within the context of family, and coordinated by 
a church community best ensures a stable and enduring faith for the next generation. 
Section 1 addresses the problems inherent to adolescent faith formation within the 
context of family and church spheres. Section 2 reviews alternate approaches to 
adolescent faith formation. Section 3 proposes a solution based on: (1) the art and science 
of learning—recent research into the science of cognition and learning that challenges 
entrenched educational theories and systems; (2) the leveraging of Family Systems 
Theory in support of spiritually beneficial adolescent outcomes; (3) a better 
understanding of the unique wiring of the next generation as represented by Generation 
Z; (4) the benefit of applying E.P.I.C. teaching practices for adolescent formation; and (4) 
the efficacy of Late Antique Christian practices for spiritual formation, especially as 
adapted for utilization within the context of the family unit. Sections 4 and 5 outline the 
specifications for a non-fiction book that will challenge parents to take ownership of their 
children’s spiritual formation, educating them in the efficacy of ancient methodologies 
for spiritual formation, and then equipping them to effectively adapt ancient practices 
within their own family context. Section 6 reflects on potential further research. Section 7 
is the Artifact itself.
 1 
SECTION 1: THE PROBLEM 
Introduction 
 
Tim and Kelly are married with three children under the age of ten years old and 
have one on the way. Both Tim and Kelly are in their early 30’s and were born at the 
turning1 between Generations X and Y. Though both their families of origin considered 
spirituality to be a core value, Tim and Kelly’s parents held differing views on the 
importance of faith. Tim’s family attended church only occasionally, at least a few times 
a year, whereas Kelly’s family were regular attenders. Like many their age, Tim and 
Kelly’s journey through young adulthood was filled with ups—such as finding each other 
and Christ—and more than a few downs. They spent most of their 20’s away from church 
and without an effectual faith. These low points were due, in part, to their shared 
religious cultural history: (1) growing up in the 1980’s they heard stories of philandering 
televangelists only interested in financial increase; (2) in the 1990’s they saw the nasty 
culture wars between “the world” and groups like the Christian Coalition and Focus on 
the Family; and (3) in the 2000’s they were shaped by the religious rhetoric surrounding 
the events of September 11, 2001 as well as the shocking discovery of sex scandals 
within the Roman Catholic Church’s (RCC) priesthood.  
                                                
1 William Strauss and Neil Howe first conceptualized the Strauss-Howe Generational Theory in 
their 1991 book Generations. They theorized that each generation has distinct boundary lines, and each 
generational transition (or turning) is precipitated by a major event or crisis which effectively divides 
individuals born before/after the occurrence. Strauss and Howe’s 1997 book, The Fourth Turning, further 
expanded their conceptualization to theorize a four-generation repeating cycle of generational personalities 
within the United States. 
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Tim and Kelly believe themselves to be the spiritual leaders of their home, but 
they find themselves struggling with a weak spiritual grounding, a hesitation to identify 
as evangelical, and a general distrust of organized religious institutions and their leaders. 
Despite their misgivings, Tim and Kelly have an increasing desire to give their children 
what they themselves struggled to find: a strong daily and lifelong faith that will 
withstand whatever trials the future may bring.  
As most young parents returning to the faith of their childhood, Tim and Kelly 
began their journey by searching for a church that seemed to “fit,” but their search for a 
faith community has yielded little success. The local contemporary church feels more like 
their parent’s church than their own, and the church’s youth programming is flashy but 
lacking in substance. The more traditional churches have elements that they like, such as 
hymns and extended prayer, but the youth programming is weak and seemingly stuck in 
the 1950’s. Out of all of their church experiences, Tim and Kelly find themselves most 
intrigued by and drawn to more liturgical-style churches. While Tim and Kelly finally 
found worship that fits, they are concerned that none of their church options have an 
adequate plan for adolescent spiritual formation. Tim and Kelly see little difference in the 
youth programming that they grew up with and that of today.  
Most of Tim and Kelly’s friends are numbered among the growing population of 
Nones and Dones.2 Without a strong church community they are left with nowhere to 
turn for advice and are becoming increasingly worried that their inability to find adequate 
                                                
2 Nones are defined as those who self-identify as having no particular religious affiliation. Dones 
are defined as those who self-identify as once having been religiously-affiliated but are no longer. See 
further James Emery White, The Rise of the Nones: Understanding and Reaching the Religiously 
Unaffiliated (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2014). 
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assistance in the spiritual formation of their children will have long-term negative impact. 
Tim and Kelly’s problem is not unique, nor is it easily solved. They find themselves 
living within a time period noted for: (1) a cultural environment that is increasingly 
hostile to Christianity, (2) a spiritually weak adult population within the church, (3) and a 
dramatic rise of those who self-identify as Nones or Dones. It is a perfect storm. John 
Roberto, a leading voice for creative spiritual formation approaches within the RCC, 
suggests that modern faith formation efforts are being adversely impacted by (1) a time of 
rapid social and cultural transformation, (2) an experience-based, participative, 
interactive, image-driven, and connected culture, and (3) a society of increasing 
secularization with a pluralism of value systems that especially affect the younger 
generations.3  
Parents like Tim and Kelly are right to be concerned. They are tasked with the 
responsibility of rearing children in a time where conservative estimates indicate that 
between 50 and 88 percent of once-churched teenagers are leaving the church by the end 
of their first year in college, with many having left long before.4 Christian Smith’s 
research found that belief in the existence of God and, therefore, one’s personal and 
active involvement in faith and church, reaches its lowest point in the post-secondary 
years. Most of the emerging adults in Smith’s study moved to a category in which they 
                                                
3 John Roberto, Becoming a Church of Lifelong Learners: The Generations of Faith Sourcebook 
(New London, CT: Twenty-Third Publications, 2006), 5-6. 
4 Brian Cosby, “The Reformed View of Youth Ministry,” in Youth Ministry in the 21st Century: 
Five Views, ed. Chap Clark (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2015), 39. 
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self-identified as “unsure in belief of God.”5 Even more concerning, while previous 
generations often returned to church and their childhood faith upon becoming parents, 
like Tim and Kelly, there is little indication that future generations will trend similarly. 
Indeed, the signs say otherwise. 
 
The Church 
 
Estimates indicate that approximately 70 percent of USAmerican6  evangelical 
teenagers drop out of church and stop practicing their faith during the transition from 
adolescence to adulthood.7 Seeing shrinking attendance numbers and sensing shifting 
tides, the Church has devoted more attention, research, and worry to Generation Y than 
any previous generational cohort. Despite the focus, the Church has been yet unable to 
stem the tide. Author and researcher David Kinnaman—who specializes in the beliefs 
and spiritual practices of Generation Y—blames the Church itself, boldly and bluntly 
stating: “the institutionalized church has failed them.”8 Though some scholars question 
whether or not the Church is solely to blame for the current predicament, Kinnaman and 
                                                
5 Christian Smith, Souls in Transition: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of Emerging Adults. 
(New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2009), 118-21. 
6 For the purposes of this paper, the usage of “USAmerican,” “American,” “America,” and related 
forms will be understood to indicate only those people living within the United States of America.  
7 For a broader treatment, see Thomas E. Bergler, The Juvenilization of American Christianity 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2012); Christian Stephen Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul 
Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers (New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press, 2009); and David Kinnaman and Aly Hawkins, You Lost Me: Why Young Christians Are Leaving 
Church… and Rethinking Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2011). 
8 David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons, Unchristian: What a New Generation Really Thinks about 
Christianity—And Why It Matters (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2007), 11. 
5 
 
other voices have served to awaken the USAmerican Church to a flagging faith within its 
adolescent and young adult population. 
This modern crisis of faith has long been on the horizon. Four decades ago in his 
landmark book on civil religion, The Broken Covenant, sociology professor Robert 
Bellah confirmed a difficult truth about the modern place of religious faith within 
America saying, “The cultural vitality in America of several religious traditions has been 
waning for a long time.”9 Despite Bellah’s warning, few at that time could conceive of a 
Church in such serious contraction.  
A post-WWII wave saw an explosion of power, prominence, and converts within 
the USAmerican church. The Boomer generation leveraged this growth and built 
increasingly larger churches, parachurch ministries, and religious institutions. For most of 
the 20th century there seemed to be no end to the power and reach of the Church. When 
the tides shifted in the late 20th and early 21st century, however, the Church had 
difficulty adjusting to the new normal. This weakness was especially felt in ministries 
focused on the next generation. 
 
Adolescence 
 
The 20th century marked a watershed in the study of childhood and adolescence. 
Modern psychologists and sociologists have brought valuable insight and definition to the 
early stages of human development. Though complete agreement as to the age boundaries 
                                                
9 Robert Bellah, The Broken Covenant: American Civil Religion in a Time of Trial (New York, 
NY: Seabury Press, 1975), 109. 
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and naming of stages within a human’s early years is yet to be fully reached, the most 
current and commonly held understanding of these ages/stages are shown in Table 1. 
Table 1. Life-span stages 
Category Developmental stage Age Span 
Childhood Infancy birth-18mo 
 Toddlerhood 18mo-3 
 Preschool 3-5 
 Middle Childhood 5-puberty 
Adolescence Emerging/Early Adolescence puberty-13 
 Middle Adolescence 14-16 
 Late Adolescence 17-19 
Adulthood Emerging/Young Adulthood 20-25 
 Middle Adulthood 26-39 
 Late Adulthood 40-64 
 Old Age 65-death 
Source: Data adapted from David R. Shaffer and Katherine Kipp, Developmental 
Psychology: Childhood and Adolescence, 9th ed. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 
2014), 7. 
 
In comparison with other developmental stages, clinicians agree that adolescence 
is particularly difficult. The onset of puberty brings issues of gender and sexuality to the 
forefront, and the changing physical form is often the cause of deep social and physical 
anxiety. While adolescents are no longer children, they are also not yet adults. 
Adolescents can often feel as though they are caught between two worlds, having neither 
earned the rights and privileges of adulthood nor attained the full cognitive capacities that 
come along with it.10 Though these developmental concerns within adolescence are 
                                                
10 Despite the adolescent desire to be treated as an adult, recent brain research has shown that the 
brain is not fully developed until the early- to mid-20s. The brain’s ability to consistently maintain 
emotional self-control as well as make judicious decisions within stressful environments does not fully 
mature until the end of Young Adulthood. See Lisa Price, “The Biology of Risk Taking,” in Curriculum 
Leadership: Readings for Developing Quality Educational Programs, eds. Forrest W. Parkay, Eric J. 
Anctil, and Glen Hass (Boston, MA: Pearson, 2014), 165. 
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relatively common knowledge, the breadth and depth of the difficulty is not always 
transparent to parents and youth workers. David Hamburg, former chair of psychiatry at 
Stanford University School of Medicine, notes that adolescents are 
being confronted with pressures to use legal and illegal drugs and weapons and to 
engage in premature, unprotected sexual behavior. Many are depressed, and one-
third report that they have contemplated suicide. Others lack the competence to 
handle interpersonal conflict without resorting to violence. By age 17, about one-
quarter of all adolescents have engaged in behaviors that are harmful to 
themselves and others, such as getting pregnant, using drugs, taking part in anti-
social activity, and failing in school. Altogether, nearly half of American 
adolescents are at high or moderate risk of seriously damaging their life 
chances.11 
While the USAmerican church and educational systems have worked to strategically 
focus resources within these key areas of adolescent crises, both have often failed to 
address the stage’s primary need: the formation of identity. 
At about the age of 12 or 13, Knud Illeris notes that the primary educational need 
of adolescence becomes the proper formation of identity: 
The most important things for young people to learn today are to be able to orient 
themselves, to be able to make choices that can be answered for, to keep up with 
everything, not to waste their lives on the wrong thing, and to be able to decide in 
the many situations where a choice has to be made.12 
Surprisingly, many sacred and secular educational institutions focus more on concrete 
subject-related content and learning than the formation of identity during the adolescent 
years. Illeris believes it is important to help adolescents answer abstract questions such as 
“Who am I?” and “Why am I here?” Without help in navigating such questions, 
                                                
11 David A. Hamburg, “Toward a Strategy for Healthy Adolescent Development,” in Curriculum 
Leadership: Readings for Developing Quality Educational Programs, eds. Forrest W. Parkay, Eric J. 
Anctil, and Glen Hass (Boston, MA: Pearson, 2014), 140. 
12 Knud Illeris, How We Learn: Learning and Non-Learning in School and Beyond, English ed. 
(London, UK: Routledge), 203-204. 
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adolescents are left to form their own identity, or worse, to not form it at all. As a result, 
existential adolescent identity and faith crises often carry over into subsequent life-stages. 
Without adequate identity and spiritual development taking place within adolescence, 
adults like Tim and Kelly find themselves in the unfortunate predicament of having to 
form a child’s faith without their own having been fully-formed. 
Despite the difficulties inherent within adolescence and the failure of churches 
and schools to meet adolescent’s deepest needs, the outlook is not completely bleak. For 
all of its difficulties, adolescence is also a time of great opportunity. Their general dislike 
of rules notwithstanding, teenagers are apt to thrive in environments where there is clear 
and firm structure. Adolescents tend to be highly collaborative at this stage and desire 
strong interaction with adult figures.13 This stage is also marked by high levels of passion 
and the desire for exploration.14 If the strengths of adolescence are properly harnessed, 
the weaknesses appropriately accounted for, and the passion carefully channeled, then 
this stage has the potential to be both life-changing and life-giving. 
 
Summary 
 
Tim and Kelly find themselves in a position of spiritual weakness but tasked with 
the responsibility of navigating their family’s faith formation during the late childhood 
and adolescent years. They hope to protect their children from being numbered among 
the growing population of once-churched teenagers who discontinue the practice of their 
child-hood faith during the transition from adolescence to adulthood. Parents such as Tim 
                                                
13 Though they may not wish the adults to know it, and may even be unaware of the desire 
themselves. 
14 Parkay, Curriculum Leadership, 167. 
9 
 
and Kelly often face the daunting task of doing so without a strong faith community to 
come alongside them. Tim and Kelly need help in identifying a solution that effectively 
forms a deep and enduring faith during the adolescent years, one that does so primarily 
within the context of the family15 in tandem with the local church community, and 
accounts for both the strengths and weaknesses of the parents, the church, and 
adolescence.  
                                                
15 It could also be argued that modern adolescents strongly desire to a find a sense of belonging in 
the ancient family story of faith, which does much in developing strong identity. 
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SECTION 2: OTHER PROPOSED SOLUTIONS 
Introduction 
 
Religious institutions have spent nearly a century committing resources to the 
spiritual formation of adolescents. Success has been limited at best and greatly 
diminished in recent decades. Caroline Barry and Mona Abo-Zena frame the problem 
well: “Although most children in the United States are raised in a faith tradition, their 
outward religious expression declines significantly by the time they are in their twenties, 
even though many claim religion and spirituality to be important.”16  
Over the years, the Christian community has promoted several notable solutions 
to the problem of adolescent spiritual formation. The first proposed solution, which is 
also the oldest and most esteemed, is youth-focused programming within the church 
context. The second proposed solution is a refinement of church-based youth 
programming that brings together the church and home as partners in the ReThink 
Group’s Orange curriculum. The final proposed solution is home-based education (often 
referred to as home-schooling). 
This thesis will review church-based youth programming, the Orange curriculum, 
and homeschooling as proposed solutions to the problem of effective and enduring faith 
formation within adolescence. Each of these proposed solutions will be explored and 
weighed on the basis of their individual strengths and weaknesses. 
                                                
16 Carolyn McNamara Barry and Mona M. Abo-Zena, “Seeing the Forest and the Trees: How 
Emerging Adults Navigate Meaning-making,” in Emerging Adults’ Religiousness and Spirituality: 
Meaning-making in an Age of Transition, eds. Carolyn McNamara Barry and Mona M. Abo-Zena (Oxford, 
UK: Oxford University, 2014), 3. 
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Church-based Youth Programming 
 
It is easy to forget that youth-targeted ministry is a relatively new experiment in 
the history of the USAmerican/ western church. The roots of youth ministry go back no 
further than the early twentieth century and Stanley Hall’s groundbreaking 1904 book, 
Adolescence. For the first time, society began to consider the period between puberty and 
eighteen as a distinct and intermediate stage between childhood and adulthood. Religious 
institutions in the west quickly recognized the potential opportunities and soon the first 
adolescent-focused ministries were being launched. The first organizations to champion 
ministry to adolescents were denominationally-aligned youth societies that sought to 
reinforce teenagers’ Christian commitments as well as shelter them from the perceived 
threats of modern culture. Seeing only marginal success, by the 1960s these youth 
societies had given way to a new wave of parachurch organizations whose success and 
lifespan were short-lived as well. It wasn’t until the 1970s that urban church 
congregations in the United States began to see value in ministries focused toward 
adolescents. These churches soon began assigning pastoral leadership to the age group, 
resulting in the first wave of bona fide youth pastors.17  
Despite its four-decade presence in local church programming, youth ministry 
still seems to be in search of legitimacy. Mark Cannister captures the concern in the title 
of his book: Teenagers Matter. While it would be difficult to deny that teenagers bring 
immense energy and vitality to any church in which they actively participate, it is harder 
                                                
17 For a broader treatment on the advent of adolescence and its impact on evangelicalism and 
youth ministry, see Andrew Root, Revisiting Relational Youth Ministry: From a Strategy of Influence to a 
Theology of Incarnation (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2007), 25-61.  
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to explain why the future of youth ministry remains in doubt. Even Cannister admits that 
there is an ongoing disconnect between the church and its youth. He notes that “teenagers 
today are not the same as teenagers twenty, or thirty years ago,”18 and he is not alone in 
his concern.  
Many scholars and practitioners are pointing to a contemporary crisis within 
youth ministry. Longstanding methodologies are no longer seeing a return on investment. 
Author and Youth Pastor Brian Cosby states, 
The drive to elevate experience over biblical teaching and ministry within a youth 
ministry context has caused youth leaders to spend through the roof on fog 
machines, circulating lights, dueling DJs, and artistic backgrounds. While the 
numbers of teens leaving the church are staggering, youth ministries across the 
nation continue to pack in more and more pizza parties and video games to keep 
youth coming back—thinking that somehow their lives will be changed.19 
While Cosby prefers discipleship-based approaches over attractional ones, both 
methodologies are failing. Researcher Justin Keith Buchanan says that “the modern 
practice of student ministry is failing to adequately reach young people with the gospel 
and disciple them… the ministry practice of student ministers is not effectively making 
disciples of young people.”20 Mike Yaconelli sounded the alarm more than a decade ago 
when he lamented in Youthworker Journal:  
The success of youth ministry in this country is an illusion. Very little youth 
ministry has a lasting impact on students. I believe we’re no more effective today 
                                                
18 Root, Revisiting Relational Youth Ministry, xix. 
19 Cosby, “Reformed View,” 39. 
20 Justin Keith Buchanan, “Predominant Factors Influencing Modern Student Ministry Practice” 
(PhD diss., Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2015), 118-123, accessed April 22, 2016, 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/1771275790. 
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reaching young people with the gospel than we’ve ever been… So let’s be honest. 
Youth ministry as an experiment has failed.21 
Professors David Setran and Chris Kiesling agree, expressing collective concern 
when they write: “Teens tune out religion at the very moment when they make decisions 
that can affect the rest of their lives and during the very time when they are individually 
establishing patterns of everyday living.”22 Though Cosby, Buchanan, Yaconelli, Setran, 
and Kiesling are agreed in their assessment of the seriousness, there seems to be little 
unity of opinion as to how the Church youth crisis might be fixed. Chap Clark, professor 
and chair of the Youth, Family and Culture Department at Fuller Seminary, says that 
“most [adolescents] will still need something beyond youth ministry to enable them to 
find their way to lifelong, mature faith.”23 
 
Orange Curriculum 
 
The Orange curriculum finds its roots in the ministry of North Point Community 
Church in Alpharetta, Georgia where founder and CEO Reggie Joiner was the Executive 
Director of Family Ministries from 1995 to 2006. During the early years of North Point’s 
ministry, Reggie Joiner worked with Senior Pastor Andy Stanley to create a culture 
where the church and the family partnered together for the formation of children. This 
effort eventually grew into a desire to assist other churches in doing the same, leading 
Joiner to found the ReThink Group with a goal of helping churches bridge the gap 
                                                
21 Mike Yaconelli, “The Failure of Youth Ministry,” Youthworker Journal 19 (May/June 2003): 
64. 
22 David P. Setran and Chris A. Keisling, Spiritual Formation in Emerging Adulthood: A Practical 
Theology for College and Young Adult Ministry (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2013), 17. 
23 Clark, Five Views, xiii-xiv. 
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between the church and home. The ReThink Group now publishes the Orange curriculum 
and other resources intended to fulfill that mission.  
The Orange curriculum is built upon the premise that the two major influences in 
the life of a juvenile is the church and the home. As such, Orange curriculum strives to 
bring together these two primary influences in order to promote spiritual growth. The 
Orange name is derived from the idea that when the bright light of the church, which is 
yellow, combines with the warm heart of the home, which is red, they together make 
orange.  
In his book, Think Orange, Joiner says that the combined influence of the church 
and home: (1) creates a synergy that exceeds the individual outcomes of one or the other 
influencers, (2) amplifies what’s important by refining the message, (3) builds an 
everyday faith by reactivating the family, (4) increases the odds of success by elevating 
community, and (5) mobilizes generations to leverage their influence.24 
There is much to appreciate about Orange, and one can easily see why it has 
quickly become one of the leading curriculum resources for evangelical churches across 
the country. Though the cost is prohibitively high for many smaller churches, those that 
are able to afford Orange receive a curriculum that works harder than any other 
publishing house offering to unite the church and home. Orange’s materials are well-
designed, highly contemporary, extend from preschool through high school, and are 
supported by a broad selection of resources that serve to make it a turnkey solution.  
                                                
24 Reggie Joiner, Think Orange: Imagine the Impact When Church and Family Collide (Colorado 
Springs, CO: David C. Cook, 2009), 111-223. 
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Because Orange curriculum is still a relative newcomer to the market, little data is 
available to confirm its success or failure as a formational tool, yet a few judicious 
conclusions may still be drawn. For all there is to recommend Orange, it is not without its 
weaknesses. 
While online reviews can often be a mixed bag of opinion, for Orange there 
appears to be a few common themes of concern: minimal biblical interaction and limited 
advance availability of materials that were purchased at a premium. For father and 
children’s minister Stephen Davis, using Orange is not an option. To other churches who 
decide to utilize Orange, he writes: “Please be careful to make sure you are providing 
opportunities for kids and teens to learn the whole Bible and to see the whole narrative of 
God as it plays out from Genesis to Revelation, continuing still today.”25 Davis voices 
shared concern over Orange’s heavy repetition of biblical stories, moralizing lessons that 
focus on virtue more than biblical principle, and a lack of continuity in presenting the 
Bible as a cohesive narrative. Shannan Withana, agrees: “Something that has bothered 
my whole team is the lack of Bible use. Occasionally they [Orange curriculum writers] 
will throw something in for the older kids that would require them to look something up 
in the Bible. But for the most part, a kid could come to a church using Orange and never 
need a Bible or want a Bible.”26 In assessing the timing of material delivery, Shannan 
Withana says: “With Orange, you can’t really know for sure until the curriculum is out, 
                                                
25 Stephen Davis, “The Difficult Task of Selecting Curriculum for Children’s Ministry,” Stories by 
Stephen, April 22, 2014, accessed October 21, 2016, http://storiesbystephen.com/2014/04/22/the-task-of-
selecting-curriculum-for-childrens-ministry/ 
26 Shannan Withana, “CKM Curriculum Review: Orange (First Look and 252),” Creative Kid Min, 
July 9, 2015, accessed October 21, 2016, http://www.creativekidmin.me/ckm-curriculum-review-orange-
first-look-and-252/ 
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which gets released two months ahead. Even then, there have been many times that not 
all the materials are finished and we’re trying to plan with missing activity sheets, not 
really sure what is being said.”27 
Though Orange’s paradigm is a welcome move in the direction of family/church 
partnerships, it ultimately fails to leverage the family enough. Orange largely maintains 
the long-standing church educational curriculum paradigm that sees a publishing house 
directing the content, churches teaching and distributing the content, and families in the 
position of passive consumers, i.e. a trickle-down approach. While Orange does strive to 
build a partnership with the family, the program fails to include the family in the design 
of the curriculum and gives them very little flexibility in how it is executed. Orange 
makes parents an extension of the church youth program, turning them into little more 
than weekday youth volunteers.  
Even Joiner himself admits the potential shortcomings of Orange, saying “if some 
guy holds up this [Think Orange] book and suggests that it is the solution for the 
complexity of issues facing this generation, please hit him with it.” Joiner goes on to say 
that Orange “is simply the attempt of a pastor/dad to explain why it is important for 
churches and families to work together to impact kids.”28 That is a point to which all can 
agree. To his credit, Joiner and Orange have served to awaken many parts of the church 
of the need to leverage the family in spiritual formation.  
                                                
27 Ibid. 
28 Joiner, Think Orange, 16. 
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Homeschooling 
 
Homeschooled children represent a relatively small slice of the USAmerican 
educational system’s total student population, but the homeschool movement has been 
growing over the last four decades. Today, more than one million children are 
homeschooled in the United States, and they account for over two percent of the total 
population of school-age children. For comparison, there is one homeschooled child for 
every five privately educated children.29 While this may initially seem statistically 
insignificant, it must be taken into account that most children are homeschooled only one 
to four years of their entire educational career. This means that while the number of 
homeschool children hovers around two percent on any given day, the actual number of 
juveniles who have been homeschooled at some point in their educational career is much 
higher. E. J. Isenberg suggests that the total number of 18-year-olds who have been 
homeschooled at least intermittently is as high as ten percent.30  
The rationale behind a family’s choice to homeschool a child is often broad and 
complex. Justifications can include economic factors, geographical considerations, 
flexibility of schedule, issues of student behavior and psychological health, and religious 
beliefs.31 While many families choose to homeschool wholly aside from religious 
concerns, those that homeschool for religious reasons, whether in part or on the whole, 
are on the rise. Data shows that an increasing number of parents are marking “Religious 
                                                
29 Eric J. Isenberg, “What Have We Learned About Homeschooling?” Peabody Journal of 
Education 82, no. 2/3 (June 2007): 387. 
30 Ibid., 397. 
31 Ibid., 398-400. 
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Reasons” and “Develop Character/Morality” in answer to the question: “Do you 
homeschool for a reason?”32  
For those who cite religious reasons, the rhetoric can be strong. The rationale for 
homeschooling for those who are religious often centers on: (1) a perceived biblical 
mandate (especially as it relates to Deuteronomy 6:6-7); (2) the desire to segregate 
children from secular influences; and (3) the belief that the church has always held 
homeschooling as a high value. 
Though the discussion of a biblical mandate concerning homeschooling is outside 
the scope of this paper, no serious Old Testament scholars were found who understand 
Deuteronomy 6 to be a universal mandate for home-based childhood education. It would 
also be false to say that it has been a longstanding practice of the historic church to 
mandate homeschooling as a practice for reasons of segregation or otherwise. One has 
only to look at the example of Late Antiquity (the time period just after the close of the 
New Testament) for proof. While it is true that parents of Late Antiquity were central 
players in their children’s education, rationale was driven more out of duty and necessity 
than a desire for segregation from the world and cultural influences. Though a great deal 
of religious education happened in the home, it was not with the goal of protecting 
children from other ideas and influences. In fact, the opposite was true. Tertullian, for 
example, reveals that Christian parents often intentionally exposed their children to pagan 
rituals and practices.33 This echoes Leonard Sweet’s longstanding challenge to Christians 
                                                
32 Ibid., 400-401. 
33 Ville Voulanto, “Faith and Religion,” in Harlow, A Cultural History, 139-41. 
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to be “in, not of, but not out of the world.”34 As Late Antique scholar Peter Brown rightly 
notes, the Early Church “offered a way of living in this world.”35 
If no biblical or historical mandate exists for seeing home-based education as a 
preferred educational system, the question becomes: Is homeschooling a preferred 
educational system for those families who desire to more intentionally oversee and 
control the faith formation of their children? Jeremy Uecker sought to answer that exact 
question by comparing the impact of Catholic schooling, Protestant schooling, and 
homeschooling on adolescent’s religious beliefs and practices. Uecker writes,  
Surprisingly, I find very little effect of homeschooling on any aspect of 
adolescents’ religious lives. Despite the fact that a significant minority of these 
students are homeschooled for explicitly religious reasons there appear to be scant 
religious benefits to this schooling strategy.36  
Uecker’s statement and supporting research goes against the commonly held perception 
among homeschool parents that sheltering children from the public educational system 
provides tangible religious benefits. Perhaps even more startling is Uecker’s assertion 
that: “homeschoolers do not differ significantly from public schoolers on any outcome 
considered,” religious or otherwise.37 
In short, the data does not indicate that homeschooling has any positive effect on 
a child’s educational outcomes, in general, or their spiritual outcomes in particular. What 
Uecker’s research did find, however, was that the parents play a stronger role in their 
                                                
34 Leonard I. Sweet, “Christ and Culture,” asynchronous discussion, George Fox University 
SFS14, November 24, 2014. 
35 Peter Brown, The World of Late Antiquity: AD 150-750 (New York, NY: W. W. Norton and 
Company, 1971), 65; emphasis added. 
36 Jeremy E. Uecker, “Alternative Schooling Strategies and the Religious Lives of American 
Adolescents,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 47, no. 4 (December 2008): 581. 
37 Ibid., 563. 
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children’s religious outcomes than any other singular factor. Says Uecker, “Parents retain 
strong influence on their adolescents’ religiosity, even after accounting for adolescents’ 
schooling situation, friends’ religiosity, network closure, and extra-familial adult 
mentors. In fact, none of these factors seems to attenuate the role of parents at all.”38 So 
while parents do, in fact, exert strong influence over their children’s spiritual outcomes, 
studies seem to indicate that homeschooling neither increases nor decreases any 
measurable outcome. 
 
Summary 
 
While church-based youth programming, ReThink Group’s Orange curriculum, 
and homeschooling hint at a solution, each fails to adequately solve the problems facing 
our vignette characters, Tim and Kelly, and other real life parents who have a strong 
desire to ensure their children find a faith that withstands the rigors of adolescence and 
endures into adulthood. While none of these proposed solutions are counter-productive to 
faith formation, neither do they go far enough to effect real and lasting change and/or 
faith/identity development in adolescents. The inherent danger is that busy or otherwise 
unsuspecting parents might put their full reliance in one or more of these proposed 
solutions as a spiritual formation methodology and find out only too late that their faith 
was misplaced.  
Similarities found in the above proposed solutions are their: (1) reliance on belief 
rather than practice, (2) failure to fully leverage the power and presence of the family 
within the context of a functioning faith community, and (3) heavy dependence on 
                                                
38 Uecker, “Alternative Schooling Strategies,” 581. 
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classroom environments for spiritual formation. While a new solution must not ignore the 
proper place and role of the church as a faith community, guide, and facilitator, it must 
also consider the value, presence, and place of the family in faith formation.    
 22 
SECTION 3: THE THESIS 
Introduction 
 
“Stand at the crossroads, and look, and ask for the ancient paths, where the good 
way lies; and walk in it, and find rest for your souls.”39 If the Prophet Jeremiah found his 
hearers in a state of unrest due to walking the wrong paths, his concern simply echoes 
that of nearly every parent of an adolescent, ever. But helping adolescents find the “good 
way” may not be nearly as difficult as keeping them walking on it. Adding to the 
difficulty is many a modern parent’s own shaky faith journey. How can a parent with 
weak faith be expected to effectively form the faith of their children?  
Searching for assistance, many USAmerican evangelical parents point their 
teenagers toward local church youth groups, encourage their participation within that 
community, and then step aside from spiritual leadership in expectation that youth 
workers will take up the slack and form an effective faith within their children with little 
or no involvement from the parent. Unfortunately, as seen in Section 2: Other Proposed 
Solutions, most adolescents receive little long-term spiritual return on their investment 
when relying on modern church-based youth programming methodologies. As such, other 
options must be considered, and any solution that leverages parental involvement should 
hope to have, as a secondary benefit, the potential of forming the parents as well.  
Though troubling declines in the measures of Christ-centered faith during 
emerging adulthood run rampant within recent studies, some research paints a more 
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positive picture of general spiritual interest among adolescents during this important time 
of transition. The Institute for American Values showed that despite historically low 
church engagement, youth still strongly desire contact with the Transcendent.40 
Teenagers don’t just want to know about God, they wish to experience God. This 
indicates that the root issue may not be located as much within modern adolescents’ 
desire or capacity for faith is it is in broken formational methodologies. As such, parents 
(as primary guardians) can no longer afford to expect or allow the church to shoulder the 
full burden of responsibility for adolescent spiritual formation. Further, parents (as 
primary influencers) cannot exempt themselves from active participation in their 
children’s spiritual formation. A parent that is shaky or unsure of their own beliefs should 
not resist providing formational direction within the home as children often respond 
positively to a parent that is willing to embrace uncertainty, maintain ongoing spiritual 
dialog, and encourages deep questions.  
This thesis will argue that the utilization of modern learning techniques in 
conjunction with adapted spiritual formation practices from Late Antiquity within the 
context of family and coordinated within the context of a faith community best ensures a 
stable and enduring faith for the next generation. The primacy of this solution is based 
upon: (1) the art of learning—recent research into the science of cognition and learning 
that challenges entrenched educational theories and systems; (2) the leveraging of Family 
Systems Theory (FST) in support of spiritually beneficial adolescent outcomes; (3) a 
better understanding of the unique wiring of the next generation as represented by 
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Generation Z; (4) the benefit of applying E.P.I.C. teaching practices for adolescent 
formation; and (4) the efficacy of Late Antique Christian practices for spiritual formation, 
especially as adapted for utilization within the context of the family unit. 
 
The Art of Learning 
 
Recent decades have brought great advances in our understanding of cognition 
and the science of learning, yet the practical application of this research within the 
classroom remains slow. This may be explained, in part, because the mounting data 
indicates the need to completely rethink how our youth are educated. Author and science 
journalist Benedict Carey laments,  
The modern institution of education … dividing the day into chunks (classes, 
practices) and off-hours into ‘study time’ (homework) has come to define how we 
think the brain works, or should work. That definition is so well known that it’s 
taken for granted, never questioned… What’s to question about that? 41 
A lot, it would seem.  
The Science of Cognition 
 
Much of modern history has imagined the brain as a filing cabinet containing a 
permanent record of everything seen, heard, or felt, a metaphor which now seems untrue. 
New studies indicate that this false image misunderstands how the brain functions and 
how memories are made. Research indicates that the brain only retains approximately one 
percent of what it experiences, meaning more than ninety-nine percent of one’s 
experiences are here one moment and gone the next, i.e. “the brain holds on to only 
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Happens (New York, NY: Random House, 2015), 215. 
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what’s relevant, useful, or interesting or may be so in the future.”42 Studies also confirm 
that if something is actually stored, then it is there for good. A person never forgets 
something he or she has committed to memory; one simply looses the ability to retrieve 
it. And while reinforcement does significantly increase the chances of long-term retrieval, 
new research has forced a change in views concerning how memories are best reinforced 
and retained for retrieval.  
Traditional educational theory has long held that retrieval is best guaranteed when 
learning is reinforced through rote memorization, massed practice, and rereading a text 
until it is burned into memory, i.e., reinforcement through repetition. For most of 
America’s history, both the school and the church have educated adolescents on the basis 
of this theory. The Traditional Model of learning is teacher-led, text-driven, grade-based, 
and delivered to all students in a class at the same time regardless of ability or 
proficiency. It is assembly-line education where the students are the widgets.  
While memory tools based on repetition are “by far the preferred study strategies 
of learners of all stripes,” psychologists say that “they’re also among the least 
productive.”43 Students aren’t widgets. Individual students learn in uniquely different 
ways, often taking their own paths to mastery. Unfortunately, many of our sacred and 
secular educational systems were not designed to take learning diversities into 
consideration. 
In 2009, John Hattie and Gregory Yates published what at the time was the largest 
collection of research into what actually worked in educational environments to improve 
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engagement and learning. Their research indicated that a more individualized student-
centered approach—rather than subject- or content-centered approaches—produced the 
best results in terms of memory acquisition and retention. In short, they found that 
students must be interested and engaged in their learning in order to truly learn; it must be 
experiential.44 Ben Levin, professor and Canada Research Chair in Education Leadership 
and Policy, has advocated for new approaches to learning based on these findings. Levin 
proposed that educational institutions strive to build more student engagement and 
commitment by giving students a more active voice and role in the learning process. Says 
Levin, “Students’ sense of motivation and engagement with their [learning] has a very 
powerful influence on their outcomes.”45 
A growing body of research indicates that how we teach is as important, if not 
more important, than what we teach. While educational environments—be they school, 
church, or home—must be concerned with not losing sight of the importance of identity 
formation within adolescence, they must also concern themselves with making the child 
an integral part of an experiential educational process. In short, if we want a child to 
retain something for life, then it must be taught in such a way that ensures it has been 
truly learned. 
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The Importance of Outcomes 
 
 
It should come as no surprise that USAmerican educational systems have been 
increasingly focused on outcomes. When American students fail to master subject matter, 
they fall behind, fail to graduate or continue their education, and the nation’s averages 
slide against international measures. For that reason, the US Department of Education, 
academics, and local educators have spent decades slowly shifting their focus from a 
traditional subject-centered approach to an outcome-centered approach. 
Outcome-Based Education (OBE)46 owes much of its genesis to the ideas of 
Ralph Tyler, a 20th century educator who was deeply passionate about evaluation and 
assessment within the learning environment. Until the 1950s, the Traditional Course 
Design Model was entrenched within American classrooms. Within the Traditional 
Model, course objectives are not defined until the end of the course design process and 
are often simply a summary of the main points the instructor wishes to cover.47 
In 1949, Tyler published Basic Principles of Curriculum and Instruction in direct 
opposition to the Traditional Model. He proposed a revolutionary Backward Design 
Model for course planning, believing that the best course planning began with the 
intended end state of the learning process and worked backward from there to determine 
what needed to occur in order to reach the desired outcome. Tyler summarized his 
backward approach into four salient questions, now known as the “Tyler Rationale”: 
                                                
46 Outcome-Based Education is often known by alternate names—such as performance-based 
education, idea-based learning, results-oriented education, common core, outcome-based learning, 
competency-based learning, proficiencies, or outcomes assessment—but is essentially the same educational 
system despite differences in naming conventions. 
47 Edmund Hansen, Idea-Based Learning a Course Design Process to Promote Conceptual 
Understanding (Sterling, VA: Stylus Publishing, 2011), 14-19. 
28 
 
1. What educational purposes should the course or curriculum seek to attain? 
2. What educational experiences can be provided that are likely to attain these 
purposes? 
3. How can these educational experiences be effectively organized? 
4. How can one determine whether these purposes are being attained?48 
While some have criticized Tyler’s Rationale as being a “linear, means-end model 
that oversimplifies the complexities,”49 Tyler’s thinking is now the dominant educational 
model in schools across the nation through varying forms of OBE and his four questions 
are now firm guideposts within the USAmerican education system. 
Religious Education 
 
Based on decades of research and implementation experience, The Backward 
Design Model has forever changed the landscape of USAmerican education. 
Unfortunately, the principles of OBE have yet to be given equally serious consideration 
by church educational systems. In fact, the USAmerican Church and its educational 
influencers have often been found to be antagonistic toward OBE and the Backward 
Design Model.50 This is problematic in that the church may be eschewing the solution 
best poised to resolve its deepest problems in adolescent formation.  
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If the core concept of OBE is “clearly focusing and organizing everything in an 
educational system around what is essential for all students to be able to do successfully 
at the end of their learning experiences” and then “organizing curriculum, instruction, and 
assessment to make sure this learning ultimately happens,”51 then the Church would do 
well to consider the application of OBE principles within its formational programming. 
Encouraging ministry leaders to think outside the box, Christian formation scholar Jim 
Wilhout states, 
One of the most important steps in establishing a successful, educationally based 
spiritual formation strategy in a local church is to shift the emphasis from 
teaching to learning. It’s all too easy in a technology-saturated culture to begin to 
equate teaching with the efficient transmission or publication of material. 
Spiritual formation contends that there is a need for both informational teaching 
(teaching that helps ground one in the facts of the Christian story) and formational 
teaching (teaching that helps one live out the truth of the Christian gospel). An 
exclusive focus on teaching in many churches tends to give overemphasis on 
informational presentations at the expense of those that are more formational.52 
In other words, the Church’s educational systems may be working against adolescent 
faith formation. Wilhout rightly encourages church practitioners to consider a learner-
centered approach that places a higher value on outcomes than the simple act of 
knowledge-transmission. It should be noted that elevating outcomes does not require an 
end to the teaching of fact-based knowledge—there will always be a need to know the 
rudimentary facts of the orthodox faith—but instead places the need for content-learning 
under an intentional structure that cares as much, or more, about the student’s outcomes 
as it does the content itself. As scholar and education minister Jerry Larsen rightly states, 
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“What can be recalled or performed ultimately means very little until memories and skills 
shape one’s being.”53  
The “shaping of one’s being” might be said to be the ultimate outcome of faith 
formation at any age, but it is especially important during the formative years of 
adolescence. Though the Church has taken the lead in supplying a plethora of formational 
options for both parents and adolescents, these options often tend to be subject-centered 
rather than learner-centered. While addressing this concern will go far to promote 
effective adolescent outcomes, there is an additional concern which must be addressed: 
Who is in the best position to influence the shaping of an adolescent’s being? 
 
The Preeminence of Family 
 
Though the Church has long seen itself as having been tasked with priority of 
place for spiritual formation, it is questionable as to whether the church is the institution 
best positioned to affect change, especially during the adolescent years. Though churches 
expend a great deal of resources in the preparation and execution of worship, 
discipleship, and serving opportunities, those who participate in these opportunities will 
typically spend less than five hours (or roughly 3.6 percent) of their week engaging in 
them. This imbalance of influence adversely affects the church’s ability to ensure a stable 
and enduring faith within the next generation when it is the sole conduit of spiritual 
influence within the life of an adolescent. 
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Spiritual formation does not, and cannot, take place primarily in Sunday School 
classes, youth ministries, small groups, or even at the church itself. Instead, spiritual 
formation must take place “in the well-lived and everyday events of life.”54 As such, 
there is no other institution within childhood and adolescence that has a higher priority of 
place than the family itself.55 If parents desire a lifelong faith to be the outcome of the 
adolescent years, then Tyler’s Rationale encourages them to work backward from 
Emerging Adulthood in designing unique child-centered instruction that embeds faith 
through intentional and memorable experiences during the years while children are still 
present in the home. 
The Centrality of the Parent 
 
As recently as the 1950s, the psychiatric community believed that all mental 
health issues stemmed from internal causations. As such, psychologists and therapists 
gave little attention to external influences such as society and family. It wasn’t until Dr. 
Murray Bowen, a psychiatrist, began to study the interaction and effects of family 
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members on the individual that the psychiatric community began to shift its focus to the 
family unit as a primary causal agent in individual outcomes.56  
This new body of research came to be known as Family Systems Theory (FST) 
and led to the first family therapists. Key research findings within the Bowen’s FST 
include:  
• A person’s emotions and behavior are functions of their relational contexts. 
• One’s basic level of functioning is established within that person’s family of 
origin. 
• The founders of a nuclear family are products of multigenerational systems 
that will in turn shape the behavior and functioning of the subsequent 
generation.57 
In short, a person’s family of origin plays a pivotal role in who he or she becomes. 
Research has shown that one’s life does not simply unfold within a context (such as 
school, work, and peer-group) but that individuals both impact and are impacted by the 
contexts in which they live. This is especially important within the context of family, 
where the “particular characteristics of [the setting] influence the quality and direction of 
an individual’s developmental trajectory.”58  
                                                
56 Vincent D. Foley, forward to Bowen Family Systems Theory, by Daniel V. Papero (Boston, MA: 
Allyn and Bacon, 1990), v.  
57 Patricia A. Camelia, “Observing Emotional Functioning in Human Relationship Systems: 
Lessons from Murray Bowen's Writings,” in Bringing Systems Thinking to Life: Expanding the Horizons 
for Bowen Family Systems Theory, eds. Ona Cohn Bregman and Charles M. White (New York, NY: 
Routledge, 2011), 6-7 
58 Richard M. Lerner, “Individual Development and the Family System: A Life Span Perspective,” 
in Family Systems and Life-Span Development, eds. Kurt Kreppner and Richard M. Lerner (Hillsdale, NJ: 
Erlbaum Associates), 17. 
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FST seeks to better understand and improve the self by understanding and 
improving the self’s relationships with the family other. The family other might include 
the relationship between husband/wife, sibling/sibling, mother/child, and father/child. For 
adolescents, it might be said that the most important relationship is that of the 
parent/child as its healthy functioning is critically important to an adolescent’s 
developmental trajectory and outcomes.  
Science seems to confirm what the Bible has long suggested: Parents/families are 
critically important to positive adolescent outcomes, spiritual or otherwise. Dr. Bowen 
believes that no matter how worthy a goal or principle—such as raising strong, 
spiritually-formed teenagers—it could only be attained to the degree that the self learned 
to become self-less. Bowen writes that “complete selflessness in which ‘doing for others’ 
[replaces] personal selfish goals” is key to family health. For Bowen, individuals in 
families must “get beyond the selfish promotion of self. One has always to be aware of 
‘the other.’”59 For many modern families, this means that parents must place a desire for 
strong adolescent outcomes above other more personal and self-centered goals. 
The Necessity of Goals 
 
A clearly defined end state (or outcome) is not only critical in educational 
endeavors but also within familial ones. As such, family therapists have long encouraged 
family mission statements and goal setting as a part of their process. When a family 
                                                
59 Murray Bowen, quoted in “Thinking Systems in Pastoral Training,” by Randall T. Frost, in 
Bregman, Bringing Systems Thinking, 193-194. 
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clearly perceives the ideal scenario within the family unit, it enables its guardians to set 
goals, which in turn encourages forward progress and discourages stagnation.  
Robert Hinde notes that family goals are not always positioned as “something to 
be,” but often “something to avoid.” The negative framing of a goal encourages the 
family to put due diligence into the active avoidance of a detrimental state. Whether or 
not a family’s goals are positively- (something to be) or negatively- (something to avoid) 
stated, it is important that they be explicitly stated. Hinde says that a family’s goals “must 
be postulated,” yet sadly “we have seen that these goals are often determined in large part 
by the culture.”60  
Whether stated or unstated, written or unwritten, every family has goals. But this 
should not be taken to mean that every family is aware of their goals. Paul Rosenblatt, 
Professor of Family Social Science at the University of Minnesota, refers to these areas 
of inattention and ignorance within a family as “shared obliviousness.” Sometimes 
members of the family are intentionally oblivious, but often families are completely 
unaware of their family’s actual goals. Rosenblatt believes that these areas of inattention 
can cause serious long-term trouble for individuals within the family.61  
For example, Tim and Kelly say that they desire for their children to maintain a 
level of life-long spiritual health that equals or exceeds that of their own faith, but the 
family regularly replaces time for prayer, Bible study, and church with television, sports 
games, and leisure activities. This shared obliviousness in regard to regular spiritual 
                                                
60 Robert A Hinde, “Reconciling the Family Systems and the Relationships Approaches to Child 
Development,” in Kreppner, Family Systems, 154-155. 
61 Paul C. Rosenblatt, Shared Obliviousness in Family Systems (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 2009), 1-2. 
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practices within the family unit may be quietly and disastrously undermining their goals, 
i.e. Tim and Kelly’s perceived goals (spiritual health) are in conflict with their actual 
goals (time for sport and leisure).  
“In everyday life,” says Rosenblatt, “families may ordinarily be oblivious to their 
moral inconsistences.”62 Rosenblatt also believes that obliviousness comes at a cost to the 
family’s goals and overall health. While the cost of shared obliviousness within a family 
is sometimes worthwhile—such as protecting the family from unnecessary information 
and keeping it focused on its most important goals—sometimes shared obliviousness 
means that things which should be attended to for the well-being of the family are 
ignored instead.63 For example, obliviousness to the spiritual health of one or more 
members of a family, whether intentional or unintentional, can lead to significant 
problems. For that reason, families must clarify their goals (outcomes) in the areas which 
they most value, and the attainment of these goals must be seen as the family’s highest 
priority.  
Calfred Broderick, Professor of Marriage and Family Therapy at the University of 
Southern California, points out that no serious scholar or therapist has ever challenged the 
assertion that the family is a goal-seeking institution. As such, Broderick believes these 
statements to be true about family goals: 
• Families pursue goals. 
• In order to pursue goals, family members must select goals and marshal 
support. 
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• Someone within the family must take responsibility for identifying and 
clarifying goals, mobilizing other family members in support of them, and 
pinpointing the strategies by which to realize them. 
• In order to reach a successful outcome, progress must be monitored and the 
course adjusted along the way if divergences from the planned route occur.64 
These statement show that Broderick sees a need for families to go beyond simple goal 
setting and take action to define a specific plan for goal attainment. While nearly all 
Family Systems Theorists deem these basic truths about goals as self-evident, Broderick 
does not believe that most families operate in this way.65 Broderick says, “the problem is 
that families do not seem by nature to be organized around goal achievement… These are 
collections of related individuals who live together, but who have quite disparate agendas 
for their lives.”66 
Though Broderick’s words may serve to reinforce a longstanding fear among 
church leaders that the family as an institution is broken, he also believes that positive 
family outcomes can be achieved through intentional effort. While Broderick does not 
explicitly call out the church as facilitator for these efforts, it is the opinion of this author 
that—despite any ongoing weaknesses or recent failures within the Church—families will 
only reach their full formational effectiveness when operating under the care and 
guidance of a faith community. If it be that an adolescent’s church and family are able to 
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forge an effective partnership for the good of adolescent faith formation, then it may well 
be that the only thing standing in the way of success is the adolescent themselves.  
Generations 
 
Adolescents are a product of their formative environments; their outcomes are 
shaped by the ways in which they are educated, as well as by the goals both explicit and 
implicit within their family of origin. Additionally, adolescents are shaped as a result of 
the time period in which they come of age. 
Generational Theory 
 
In their landmark book, Generations, historians William Strauss and Neal Howe 
suggest that individuals within a common generation will come to exhibit a common 
persona, called peer personality, which is best defined by: “(1) common age location; (2) 
common beliefs and behavior; and (3) perceived membership in a common generation.”67 
Strauss and Howe’s generational theory states that people within a particular age group 
will tend to share a distinct set of beliefs, attitudes, values, and behaviors as a result of all 
growing up and coming of age during a particular limited period in history.68 While not 
everyone within a particular generation will exemplify all individual characteristics 
shared by the whole, the collective mind-set and identity is present to varying degrees in 
all members of the generational cohort. In short, individuals are a unified product of their 
                                                
67 William Strauss and Neil Howe, Generations: The History of America’s Future, 1584 to 2069 
(New York, NY: Morrow), 65. 
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collective togetherness. According to Strauss and Howe, a turning occurs every 20-22 
years that results in the formation of a new generation who will be hardwired with a new 
collective personality that will shape and be shaped by history. 
While some scholars have questioned generational theory, the concept has 
become widely popular within modern culture with no sign of abatement. Terms such as 
the Greatest Generation, Baby Boomer, GenXer, and Millennial are regularly employed 
to frame discussions around age-cohorts that were first grouped together by Strauss and 
Howe. Despite the theory’s prevalence, leading futurists have questioned the validity of 
generational theory as a tool for defining current trends and predicting with any certainty 
the future behavior of any group. Their dissent rests upon the perception that culture is 
moving at too fast a pace—and people are too connected to one another across 
generational boundaries—to warrant any meaningful future divisions based on peer 
personality.  
While it may be too early to say whether future generations will be as easily and 
tidily defined by peer personality as previous ones, it is also too early to completely 
discount generational theory. As such, caution seems to be in order. If Strauss and Howe 
are correct in their assumption that the extent to which a cohort is age-bracketed or age-
segregated during its formative years, and whether this will proportionately impact the 
solidity of the cohort, then Strauss and Howe are likely also correct in believing that 
America’s modern social institutions will continue to accentuate the power of age 
location and, as such, continue to develop future generational cohorts.69  
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Generation Z 
 
What distinguishing features are known about Generation Z? As of yet, very little. 
Even the age boundaries (generally assumed to include those born from 2004 to the 
present day) and a commonly accepted name are yet to be generally agreed upon. That is 
not to say nothing is known about these up and comers. Generation Z is increasingly 
defining itself apart from Generation Y in important ways (see Table 2). 
 
Table 2. Differences between Generations Y and Z 
Generation Y Generation Z 
Prefer visual communication Prefer text-based communication 
Desire to share content Desire to create content 
Present-focused Future-focused 
Optimists Realists 
Desire to be discovered Drive to work for success 
Source: Sparks & Honey. “Meet Generation Z: Forget Everything You Learned 
About Millennials.” Sparks & Honey. Accessed September 10, 2016. 
http://www.slideshare.net/sparksandhoney/generation-z-final-june-
17?ref=http://www.sparksandhoney.com/work-index/  
 
Key generational differences provide key predictions about Generation Z’s personality. 
While it is often assumed that peer personality within a generation occurs in reaction to 
the generation that preceded it (which in this case would be the Millennials), Strauss and 
Howe proved this assumption incorrect when their research recognized that generational 
personality is largely formed in response to the parenting a generation receives. This 
means that peer personality is most strongly formed in response to the cohort once-
removed from the generational reference point. Thus, Generation Z will be (or perhaps 
better said, is being) most influenced by Generation X: their parents.  
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Using extensive data from Generations X and Y in 2002, before the birth of the 
members of Generation Z, Carl Eeman (with the support of Strauss and Howe) 
conceptualized how this new generation would likely be shaped within their families of 
origin. Eeman suggested that Generation Z will:  
1. Be strongly protected and encouraged from a young age to develop emotionally 
rich human connections. 
2. Value choices, options, spiritual exploration, and experience.  
3. Set out to prove their maturity, ability, and indispensability, earnestly and politely 
striving to show their worth.  
4. Be, at their core, relational. 
5. Be children in times of technological progress, economic upheaval, and political 
crisis. 70 
E.P.I.C. Techniques 
 
Carl Eeman’s description of Generation Z has proven prophetic. The members of 
Generation Z have endured tremendous cultural change, political unrest, incredible 
technological advancement, the housing bubble, and the Great Recession. Eeman’s 
pessimism in Point #5 is balanced by the use of words like connection, exploration, 
options, experience, and relational in Points #1 - 4. These words hearken back to John 
Roberto’s earlier description of modern culture and echo ideas long discussed by Leonard 
Sweet. Sweet has suggested that there is a preferred framework for connecting with 
culture. His E.P.I.C. framework (EPIC) for ministry is based upon the idea that modern 
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culture is best engaged by communication that is: experiential, participatory, image-rich, 
and connective (see Table 3).71  
 
Table 3. Sweet’s EPIC framework 
Framework Explanation 
Experiential A step beyond rational belief and propositions; helping others 
to experience the truth of the living Jesus in their lives. 
Participatory Moving from taking apart to taking part, thereby turning 
people into active authors of initiation and response. 
Image-rich Beyond literacy to imagery; bringing words and thoughts to life 
using metaphor, semiotics and narraphor72 in order to seer the 
living presence of Christ into hearts. 
Connective Humans are relational and desperate for connection with God, 
others, creation, culture, and their community; when people are 
invited to connect with others, they are also being invited into a 
deeper connection with Christ. 
Adapted from: Leonard Sweet, Giving Blood: A Fresh Paradigm for Preaching 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2014), 46-57. 
 
 
Sweet contends that those who are a part of the TGIF (Twitter, Google, iPhone, and 
Facebook) culture, which would include Generation Z, require a different interface for 
communication than previous generations.73 Eeman agrees.  
Sweet calls for experiential practices; Eeman says Generation Z will value 
experiences. Sweet calls for participatory practices; Eeman says Generation Z will desire 
to prove their maturity, ability, and indispensability, earnestly and politely striving to 
                                                
71 For more on the EPIC framework, see Leonard Sweet, Post-Modern Pilgrims: First-Century 
Passion for the 21st-Century Church (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2000) and Leonard Sweet, The 
Gospel According to Starbucks: Living with a Grande Passion (Colorado Springs, CO: Waterbrook, 2007).  
72 A narraphor is a “narrative metaphor” that combines both image and story in an extended 
metaphor. These story metaphors help people to understand the world, themselves, each other, and their 
community. 
73 Leonard I. Sweet, Viral: How Social Networking Is Poised to Ignite Revival (Colorado Springs, 
CO: WaterBrook, 2012), 196-197. 
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show their worth, placing a high value on spiritual exploration. Sweet calls for connective 
practices; Eeman says Generation Z will have been encouraged from a young age to 
develop emotionally rich human connections and, as such, will be highly relational. 
If Eeman and Sweet are correct in their presuppositions, then those who wish to 
connect with Generation Z must take their generational predispositions and learning style 
into account. Sweet notes that this “begins with authority figures who no longer control 
access to information, but instead help [adolescents] to assess and process information.”74 
What Sweet, Roberto, Eeman, and others are calling for is creative approaches to 
ministry which discontinue the reliance on outmoded methodologies in favor of those 
best positioned to meet the unique needs of the present generation.  
The wisdom of utilizing the EPIC paradigm to meet the modern needs of 
adolescents quickly becomes apparent when one realizes that Sweet’s paradigm echoes 
methodologies long practiced by the historic church for faith formation. Though the 
evangelical Church has shunned many of these ancient EPIC practices—in large part due 
to the consequences of the Protestant Reformation—they have proven effective tools for 
formation for nearly 2,000 years and are worth reconsidering as a solution for ongoing 
adolescent faith formation. 
 
The Christian Formation Practices of Late Antiquity  
 
This thesis has argued that modern methodologies for adolescent faith formation 
are largely ineffective, an argument that is supported by a broad spectrum of data both 
peer-reviewed and anecdotal in nature. This thesis has also argued that modern research 
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into the science of cognition and the art of learning reinforces the claim and points to the 
need for an EPIC solution that takes into account the unique characteristics found within 
members of Generation Z. This thesis has further argued that any proposed solution must 
find its locus within the child’s family of origin and is best facilitated by a local church 
faith community. These arguments support a need for the local church and family units to 
consider ancient EPIC learning techniques as a stable, enduring, and effective tool for 
lifelong faith formation outcomes for the next generation.  
To suggest that outmoded and ineffective methodologies of spiritual formation 
(such as those outlined in Section 2: Other Proposed Solutions) be replaced with 
methodologies even more ancient (as represented by those utilized within Late Antiquity) 
might at first give pause, but it would be unwise to ignore the example of the ancient 
church without due consideration. Further, the social and cultural milieu in which the 
Early Church found itself is not unlike that of today and presupposes that what worked 
for the ancient church has the potential to work in similar contexts yet today.75 
The last four decades have done much to bring the ancient world—and thus the 
ancient church—into clearer focus. This is due in large part to the academic work done 
by Peter Brown, who first shaped the period between Classical Antiquity and the Middle 
Ages (roughly 150 CE to 750 CE) into a distinct historical epoch which he referred to as 
“Late Antiquity” (see Table 4).  
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Table 4. Periods of history 
Era Period Time Span 
Ancient History  ∞ – 800 BCE 
Antiquity Classical Antiquity 800 BCE – 150 CE 
 Late Antiquity 150 CE – 750 CE 
Middle Ages  750 CE – 1500 CE 
Modern Era  1500 CE – present 
 
Though much of Brown and others’ research within Late Antiquity has focused on the 
rise and fall of the Roman Empire, serious scholars have not been able to ignore the 
influence of Christianity, why it survived, and how it became the official religion of the 
empire. At the dawn of Late Antiquity, few if any would have bet on Christianity’s 
endurance or eventual domination. 
As the age of the New Testament passed with the Apostles, the church entered 
Late Antiquity facing serious questions. Who would lead, and how would the church 
keep from being numbered among the multitude of religious cults that shriveled and died 
in the absence of their dynamic founder? Adding to their concern was the very real 
struggle for survival within a highly secularized society that was becoming increasingly 
hostile to followers of The Way.76 
At the dawn of Late Antiquity, the Church had little political power, limited 
resources, and a notable (post-Apostolic) lack of leadership. Were it to survive, local 
churches needed to expend a great deal of energy on the formation of the next generation 
of followers. As such, the training of new believers was taken extremely seriously. 
                                                
76 The earliest self-description for the followers of Jesus Christ was “The Way,” a designation that 
was used in Acts 9:2 and again in Acts 11:26. The more recent term and widely known term “Christians” 
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Fearing the effects of a generation of followers with an unformed faith, the Church 
believed their best hope for survival was the formation of the mind and heart of Christ in 
each and every follower of The Way. These well-formed followers would, in turn, be 
able to adequately pass along the faith to another generation that would continue the 
cycle. The prevailing need for adequate faith formation was due, in large part, to the 
messy nature of the earliest converts to Christianity.77  
During the New Testament era, converts to The Way had come primarily from 
Jewish or God-fearing Gentile backgrounds. This meant that the Apostles and Bishops of 
the New Testament era could build upon the religious foundations that were already in 
place. For these early adopters, The Way was a natural extension of their Jewish faith, 
allowing them to take a logical next step through the recognition of Jesus as the 
fulfillment of the Old Testament Messianic prophecies.  
By the dawn of Late Antiquity and the close of the New Testament era in the mid-
second century, the nature of those who were being drawn to faith had greatly changed. 
Most converts to Christianity in Late Antiquity came out of a classical pagan thought-
world. They arrived in the church morally indifferent, with allegiances to multiple gods, 
and often functionally illiterate. If the church were to survive more than a generation or 
two, it had to find creative ways to deprogram highly pagan converts and then reform 
them into fully-devoted followers of Christ. D.H. Williams framed the problem well by 
saying, “formation of a new believer’s mind and heart were crucial if they had any hope 
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of the church functioning as a countercultural institution.”78 Their efforts, under the 
power and presence of the Holy Spirit, were dramatically successful.  
Not only did the Christian faith survive this tumultuous era, it thrived in a way 
that some might consider miraculous. The rise of Christianity dealt an enormous blow to 
the secular institutions and belief systems of Late Antiquity. As Peter Brown notes: 
“seldom has such a small minority played so successfully on the anxieties of society.”79 
Christianity’s Late Antique turnaround from oppressed people group to fully-sanctioned 
faith was due in great part to the church’s intentional catechetical training of new 
converts to the faith. But to see the church as the sole spiritual influencer during Late 
Antiquity is to ignore the power and influence of the family.  
In Antiquity, the family80 was seen as the key social institution.81 This meant that 
the education of children, religious or otherwise, was understood to be the parents’ 
responsibility and duty rather the State’s. Unlike children today, Roman and Greek 
children did not attend schools en masse. Though some children did regularly attend an 
educational institution, it was neither required for all children nor financially accessible 
to most families. The father was free to decide how much formal education was 
appropriate in order to satisfy his own preferences and goals for both male and female 
children, yet that should not be taken to mean that the education of children was not a 
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serious matter. The proper education of children was extremely important during Late 
Antiquity, and this importance extended to education in morality and religion. 
The children of Late Antiquity were far from being marginal in the knowledge 
and practice of their religion.82 As soon as a child could think and reason, they were 
expected to be instructed in the rudimentary elements of faith.83 It was the primary role of 
the family—rather than the church or community—to introduce children to prayer, 
hymns and songs, the sign of the cross, the Creed, etc. Each family had the responsibility 
to ensure the rudimentary building blocks of the faith were sufficiently mastered by the 
child. 
The practice of parental responsibility for religious education was not original to 
Late Antiquity but extended far back into Classical and Jewish roots. James Wilhout 
rightly notes that Jesus himself participated in many various spiritual formation practices 
and would have been taught to do so by his father, Joseph. Jesus’ example shows a 
personal devotion that extends beyond attendance at weekly synagogue service. His 
practices match those of Late Antique Christendom by presenting a spiritually balanced 
diet of rich and diverse practices that include solitude, prayer retreats, pilgrimage, 
fellowship, teaching, sacraments, worship, and many more.84 James K.A. Smith believes 
that these ancient examples of faith in action should give Christians courage to “move 
away from the notion that rational deliberation on ideas is the primary shaper of the self, 
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and toward a more contextual and embodied understanding of how what we do with and 
among others shapes who we become.”85  
The example of ancient Judaism, Jesus’ spiritual practices, and the household 
religious education practices of Late Antiquity point to a central role for parents in a 
child’s faith formation. As we are about to see, these ancient educational pursuits were as 
much about formational experiences as they were the attainment of knowledge. As has 
been shown, modern research into cognition and family confirms the power of ancient 
methodologies for faith formation. 
Robert Webber, author of the Ancient-Future Series, and others have 
convincingly argued for a robust application of the ancient within in the present for the 
good of the future. Alasdair MacIntyre believes that Christians are unable to effectively 
practice their faith without considering an ancient perspective. Says Macintyre: “To enter 
into a practice is to enter into a relationship not only with its contemporary practitioners, 
but also with those who have preceded us in the practice, particularly those whose 
achievements extended the reach of the practice to its present point.”86 Thomas Oden 
calls this ancient/future enmeshment of practices the new ecumenism, a rediscovery of the 
unity between modern and ancient believers. “In this consensus fidelium are voices from 
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all cultural histories, all continents, and all languages—not just modern westerners north 
of the equator,” says Oden.87  
This new ecumenism is a tremendous asset to adolescent faith formation in that it 
forms a community of support between modern parents and ancient practitioners across 
time and space. It allows the family to work hand-in-hand with the great thinkers and 
spiritual practices of history, bringing thousands of years of wisdom and refinement of 
practices to bear on the present. Leaning into ancient methodologies encourages parents 
to take immediate action on behalf of their adolescents while relieving themselves of the 
pressure to produce young adults with a perfected faith. Jerry Larsen says that parents 
don’t have to train people to be philosophers, theologians and pilgrims; that is 
what we are. We are not called to make people religious or attract them to the 
things of the Spirit; we are called to gather resources of our traditions and present 
them as tools for the spirit journeys each one of us has been on since birth.88 
As such, parents are encouraged to become follow sojourners alongside their adolescents 
as the entire family navigates a course toward stronger faith. This philosophy enables 
parents to design familial experiences focused on spiritual exploration, thereby keeping 
faith formation at the forefront of the family’s goals without an oblivious over-reliance 
on the parent’s spiritual strength. 
Within this paradigm of new familial ecumenism, the role of the parent is not to 
force spiritual outcomes but (1) to determine what outcomes meet the family’s goals, (2) 
enact and maintain familial rhythms and practices that move all family members toward 
those outcomes, (3) and encourage adolescents to embody these practices in their 
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ongoing faith journey. Nick Taylor concurs, saying “Spiritual formation with adolescents 
has much to do with empowering them with the ability to integrate Christianity into their 
everyday lives, and the second half of the empowering process is offering opportunities 
for teens to exercise responsibility.” Taylor believes that while cognitive learning is 
important, it cannot finish its work of formation until it is translated into active 
experience.89  
As such, each of the following sections—Liturgical Calendar, Liturgy of the 
Hours, Saints, Feasts and Fasts, Creeds, Catechism, Pilgrimage, and Rites of Passage—
will introduce an ancient practice of faith formation and assess its potential power on 
cognition and/or family faith formation. Beyond the initial explanation of each practice 
within this section, further exploration is available within the appendices. 
Liturgical Calendar 
 
Since 1582 the Gregorian calendar has provided the general framework by which 
much of the world marks time. Dozens of national holidays and celebrations are 
predictably scattered throughout the year, giving a sense of rhythm to the otherwise cold 
collection of months and days. When a family overlays the Gregorian calendar with the 
local school schedule—filled with a dizzying array of classes, breaks, sports, and extra-
curricular activities—the resulting mega-calendar gives a glimpse into the chaotic warp 
and woof of the typical USAmerican family. The mega-calendar is the greatest rhythmic 
force within the family and quickly becomes (1) the primary paradigm by which a family 
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is forced to function within the world, (2) the lens through which families perceive and 
translates the world, and (3) the lens through which families ultimately perceive and 
translate themselves. This mega-calendar is, in short, the dominant cultural map. 
The inherent problem for the typical USAmerican family is that the rhythms of 
the culture’s dominant map (and associated calendar) are often at odds with the rhythms 
of the spiritual world. Social and educational events for children often crowd out 
spiritually-focused activities, a tension which is regularly played out between Sunday 
services and Little League games, weeknight small groups and after-school activities, 
devotional time and homework. As a result, many families have lost their ability to 
maintain balance during the week and experience Sabbath rest on the weekend. James K. 
A. Smith points to the problem: “The Christians are a people whose year does not simply 
map onto the calendar of the dominant culture.”90  
Indeed, a primary reason for the development of the liturgical calendar was to 
create spiritual rhythms in opposition to those of the broader culture.91 Though many 
modern churches and denominations have continued to use the same basic liturgical 
calendar shaped within Antiquity, many others eschew it.92 Some faith communities are 
hostile to the celebration of seasons such as Lent and Pentecost, thereby discounting the 
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entire cycle. Most Protestant churches retain the traditional celebrations of Christmas and 
Easter, allowing but two celebrations to remain as silent stowaways from a decimated 
liturgical past. That is not to say that these faith communities do not have cycles and 
rhythms. They indeed do, but in the absence of clear liturgical rhythms the annual cycle 
of national holidays, work commitments, and school schedules become the strongest 
rhythmic force within both the community and its people. Modern families need a 
counter-force to the pull of culture. 
The rhythms of the liturgical calendar “constitute a formative matrix that 
functions as a counter-formation to the incessant 24/7-ness of our frenetic commercial 
culture.”93 The liturgical calendar asks Christ-followers to reframe December as a time of 
anticipation and expectation of the advent of Christ, withholding our full measure of joy 
and celebration until his arrival; it asks us to join with the broader church in denying 
ourselves during Lent in order to devote ourselves to something greater. The liturgical 
calendar then asks Christians to repeat these celebrations over and again each year. James 
Wilhout sees this ancient/contemporary rhythm as positive, especially for adolescents: 
A spiral curriculum [such as is provided by the liturgical calendar] has the student 
constantly revisiting topics and truths, with the aim of working these truths deeper 
into the fabric of lives. In the early twentieth century, the field of religious 
education adopted the linear acquisition curriculum model used in math and 
science instruction. Educators thought that students mastered basic material and 
then moved on to more and more complex learning. A linear curriculum has much 
to commend it in many areas of study, but the wisdom of the ages saw the circular 
curriculum, analogous to the church year as far more appropriate for spiritual 
formation. The circular curriculum presents subjects again and again and provides 
opportunities to go deeper into these subjects.94 
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The power and beauty of the ancient liturgical calendar is that it asks individuals 
to set aside lesser stories in order to participate in a greater one. To align one’s personal 
and familial rhythms with the church calendar requires an intentional extraction of one’s 
self from wholesale allegiance to the dominant culture and invest oneself fully in the 
rhythms of an otherworldly one. Says James K. A. Smith, “The liturgy is a ‘hearts and 
minds’ strategy, a pedagogy that trains us as disciples precisely by putting our bodies 
through a regimen of repeated practices that get hold of our heart and ‘aim’ our love 
toward the kingdom of God.”95 The liturgical calendar and our participation within its 
cycle should never be a rote routine that fails to reorient one’s life to more spiritual 
rhythms. In fact, “the touchstone of our liturgy is whether or not it is being lived out in 
our lives.96 
As noted within Section 1: The Problem, the primary concern of both the Church 
and the family is whether or not childhood faith can be formed in such a way as to last a 
lifetime. The liturgical calendar becomes an EPIC tool of adolescent faith formation 
when it is used to help the family sanctify time by creating counter-cultural individual 
and familial rhythms. 
Liturgy of the Hours 
 
The place of prayer as a primary discipline within the biblical text is well-tilled 
ground. What is less clear is whether or not the New Testament church practiced any 
regulated patterns of prayer. Though Judaism would eventually adopt a regular pattern of 
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structured prayer times in the post- New Testament era, liturgical scholar Paul Bradshaw 
has convincingly argued that no firm conclusions regarding fixed patterns of prayer 
within 1st century Christianity may be drawn.97  
Bradshaw notwithstanding, some tentative conclusions may still be reasonably 
derived concerning the priority of prayer and the probability of daily hours of prayer (or 
offices) at the dawn of Late Antiquity. The biblical text is clear that many Apostles and 
leaders within the New Testament church prayed according to set hours, a practice that 
becomes more developed and regulated within Late Antiquity.98 A review of the writings 
of Late Antiquity reveals a great deal of focus on the power, primacy, and place of prayer 
within the daily practices of the Christ-follower. As such, the place of prayer as a 
formational practice within adolescence must be seriously considered. 
As has been previously noted, adolescence is a key developmental stage that is 
primarily focused on the creation of a self-identity. The adolescent acquires this 
orientation by way of seeking answers to questions such as “Who am I?” and “Why am I 
here?” The inherent danger of adolescence is a malformed identity, which has potentially 
lifelong consequences. This distortion occurs when the search for self-identity results in 
an unhealthy imbalance of self-focus, or narcissism. Researcher Jean Twenge argues that 
part of the overall difficulty found in connecting with teenagers comes as a result of 
modern adolescents’ inability to connect with anything other than themselves. In The 
Narcissism Epidemic, Twenge says that self-esteem is at an all-time high with no signs of 
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diminishing since “American culture encourages self-admiration with the belief that it 
will improve our lives.”99 This cultural message finds itself at odds with the message of 
Christ, who encourages his Church to deny themselves in favor of the other, not the least 
of which is God himself. 
Prayer is an opportunity to remind individuals that, no matter their age, they are 
called to submit to “the other,” be it God or neighbor. When the focus of prayer is 
redirected away from requests for self and towards the needs of “the other,” a Christian is 
afforded the opportunity to bring a more appropriate balance to both their place in the 
world as well as their understanding of self-identity. For this reason, if for no other, 
prayer is a critically important asset to the developing adolescent. To join Late Antiquity 
in the intentional directing of prayers away from the self and toward the broader needs of 
the church and world serves to reinforce the EPIC method of teaching by reminding the 
teenager that they participate in a broad communion of followers of The Way. To pray 
with an outward focus places one in a position of active participation within the 
community. 
When adolescents are afforded the opportunity to express these prayers within a 
multi-generational family context, EPIC is further reinforced by emphasizing the 
adolescents’ connectedness to others. They are able to immediately understand the 
importance of prayer as a benefit to not only themselves but to the entire community. As 
they hear their parents verbalize prayers for them, adolescents will in turn be more open 
to expressing prayers on behalf of “the other.”  
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Saints 
 
There is perhaps no doctrine within Christendom, ancient or modern, which has 
drawn more ongoing criticism than that of the Saints. It divided the bishops of Late 
Antiquity from the laity, the Reformers from the RCC, and believers yet today. Adding to 
the confusion is the varying ways in which the church has understood the role of the 
Saints throughout church history. Andrew McGowan points out that 
the first “saints” of the church were all its members, a holy chosen people by 
analogy with the first Israel (Rom.1:7; 1 Cor. 1:2); but even in the earliest texts 
there are hints that certain individuals or a subgroup have particular significance; 
thus Acts refers to “certain saints and widows” called to witness the raising of 
Tabitha (9:41), and Matthew’s Gospel refers to certain “saints” raised from death 
at the time of the cosmic disruption accompanying Jesus’ death (27:52).100 
Even though the New Testament Church’s stand on the value of saints may be a bit 
unclear, the cult of the saints became one of the key distinctives of the Early Church.101 
Fifteen hundred years has added a great number of people to the list of saints, not 
to mention a great number of stories, doctrines, and disagreements surrounding them and 
their efficacy. Bradshaw cautions that, despite the current state of the doctrine of saints,  
What was going on [in Late Antiquity] was not the worship of the saints 
themselves. Early Christian theologians were insistent that true worship belonged 
to God alone, but the saints were to be honored as faithful disciples of Christ. 
Moreover, just as Christians might ask especially holy people to pray to God on 
their behalf during their lifetime, so they continued to ask the saints to intercede 
for them after death, when those men and women were thought to be in the 
immediate presence of God and so in a position to be effective advocates for the 
living.102  
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Bradshaw is not alone in his ancient and ongoing understanding of the place of the saints. 
Both Protestants and Catholics continue to find common ground on the topic as 
exemplified by the statement on saints within The Common Catechism (first conceived 
and prepared in 1975 with the agreement of representatives from both faith traditions): 
The main intention of the veneration of the saints is to glorify God’s grace in real 
men and women as they exist in historical time. Veneration of the saints is not 
adoration of the saints, but celebration of them as witnesses to the triumphant 
grace of God and as models for the Christian life.103 
This simple perspective provides an important opportunity for parents and their children 
to celebrate “saints” within their own family line and church history as an intentional 
move toward spiritual identity formation during adolescence. 
Adolescents need the clarity of strong models. David Hamburg notes that one of 
the fundamental requirements for healthy adolescent development is the achievement of a 
“reliable basis for making informed choices.”104 To see Jesus as the sole reliable model of 
faith does not bear up under the weight of the biblical text. It was the Apostle Paul who 
famously encouraged his weaker contemporaries to look to his own personal example by 
saying: “Imitate me as I imitate Christ.”105  
Richard VanDeWeghe suggests that this type of teaching by example serves to 
engage both the mind and the heart of teenagers, and when both are engaged then 
compelling learning erupts. Says VandDeWeghe,  
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Spiritually engaged learners know that they are not alone in the world, that their 
hearts are connected with something or someone beyond themselves. This sense 
of unity works against the feelings of separation so prevalent in the world and 
against the sense of loneliness many students feel—in spite of cell phones and 
instant messaging. Unity creates hope as learners see that their lives have greater 
value because they are connected to something beyond themselves.106 
When adolescents feel spiritually connected to Christ and others, they are able to see 
more than just an example of vibrant faith in action, they are given the capacity to 
imagine a future where they too are a saint, worthy of being imitated. Says Thomas 
Merton, “For more to be a saint is to be myself.”107 
Feasts and Fasts 
 
The most ancient accounts of the fledgling church describe the earliest believers 
as meeting together regularly for the “breaking of bread,” i.e. sharing a meal.108 One of 
the clearest New Testament pictures of this communal meal practice comes within a letter 
from Paul to the church in Corinth.109 Within the Corinthian church a fully developed 
meeting for worship that integrates a meal as part of the worship can be seen. McGowan 
notes that the distinctive meal tradition “was not a social event added to worship, or a 
programmatic attempt to create fellowship among the Christians, but the regular form of 
Christian gathering.”110 Worship time was mealtime.111  
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Communal meals have all but gone from church programming; family meals have 
all but gone from modern schedules. Parents have replaced meal times with other 
calendar commitments. If families meet around a table at all, it is a rare occurrence and 
often just for homework. The family meal has become a casualty of overly programmed 
and disconnected lives, a reality which can have far reaching impact on not only the 
family unit as a whole but also its individual members, especially adolescents. Says 
Walton and Waters, “Our daily estrangement from one another is demonstrated by the 
degree to which the shared meal has suffered under a cultural assault of over-
commitment and time famine.”112  
The loss of “the table” is disconcerting because the table isn’t just about food. 
Leonard Sweet, long a champion for the societal, familial, and cultural importance of 
meals, writes, 
At the table we don’t just feed people; we build relationships—stories and 
memories. We associate people with the stories we hear of them and the 
memories we have of them, especially sensory memories: the sounds, tastes, 
smells, textures, and pictures of them. These are the stuff of metaphors and 
narraphors.113  
 
Sweet helps shed light on the true power and purpose of the table: Meals are an 
opportunity to weave one’s one story into the fabric of much greater stories, such as those 
of the family of origin and/or the family of God. Walton and Waters agree, saying “the 
shared meal as a practice among believers brings us together in ways that few other 
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practices can.”114 Family meals promote very real and tangible positive outcomes in the 
lives of children and adolescents, as Cody C. Delistraty found when he surveyed the 
latest scientific research and found that the relational intimacy present during regular 
family meals has far reaching positive effects.115 As such, it is difficult to see how 
positive adolescent formation can happen apart from the intimacy present ongoing family 
meals.  
Intimacy, says Kerig in Adolescence and Beyond, is one of the foundational 
requirements for positive outcomes across adolescence.116 Conversely, uninvolved 
parenting presents considerable risk. For there to be resilience during the teenage years, 
there must be perceived family support, actual maternal support, paternal empathy, and 
the ability to elicit parental affirmation.117 Frequent family dinners help prevent 
uninvolved parenting and help promote the presence of each key element of adolescent 
resilience.  
Creeds 
 
Evangelical Christianity has often operated under a “No creed but Christ” banner; 
a statement that, in actuality, is itself a creed. The ancients would have difficulty 
understanding resistance to a common creed. As such, much of the span of Late Antiquity 
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was devoted to the formation of acceptable statements of belief in the form of creeds.118 
The memorization of a simplified statement of belief, in the form of a creed, allows 
individuals to better understand their faith and take ownership of its core tenets. Creeds 
give a framework by which to comprehend and translate the world. 
Schulz and Kerig note that one of the key needs of healthy adolescent 
development is the formulation of a coherent and meaningful narrative for one’s life and 
world, as well as an understanding and acceptance of culturally-defined beliefs and 
meanings.119 The acceptance, memorization, ownership, and embodiment of a creed helps 
to meet the needs of these stage-salient tasks. When adolescents are disallowed access to 
creeds, they risk entering Emerging Adulthood without a coherent and meaningful life 
narrative. If adolescents are allowed to develop their own creeds within the family 
context, positive spiritual EPIC outcomes are promoted. 
Catechism 
 
A catechism is a systematic compendium of beliefs, commonly tailored according 
to developmental stage and intended for passing on the teachings of the faith community 
in a meaningful, digestible, and preferably memorable way. It could easily be argued that 
the intentional and ongoing use of catechesis by Christians in Late Antiquity is the 
foremost reason why the early Christian movement did not die, but instead thrived, 
bringing an emperor and eventually the world to its knees.120 
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Within the ranks of the United States church, the greatest threat to faith formation 
may not be the culture—so often the target of modern evangelical rhetoric—but the 
church itself, and more specifically, the church’s unwillingness to take seriously the need 
for clear and systematic instruction. “We are fragmented,” says A. (Jos.) de Kock, 
reflecting on the lack of systematic instruction for adolescents in the church, 
Not only is youth identity development fragmented, also what local churches offer 
with regard to religious formation has become more and more fragmented. 
Churches no longer seem to be ‘learning communities’ but religious organizations 
offering a variety of disconnected activities in which both young and old can learn 
more about diverse religious issues.”121 
Sunday School, youth programs, and small groups often focus more on moralistic 
outcomes based on Bible story lessons than deep systematic formation.  
Catechesis happens; human beings are always being formed by someone or 
something. Thus the important question is not “Are we being catechized?” but rather, “By 
what are we being catechized?” When one ensures that adolescents are able to verbalize 
the core tenants of their faith, it allows the truth of Scripture, and the doctrine based upon 
it, to embed itself in their lives. In so doing, an adolescent’s life becomes deeply 
grounded, a modern echo of an ancient faith. When these catechisms are tailored to the 
specific needs of the family unit, catechism becomes a natural outgrowth of a family 
focused on training their children in the way that they should go.122 If the adolescent is 
allowed to participate in the design of a family-specific catechism, then the formational 
activity becomes an EPIC one, promoting positive spiritual outcomes in the process. 
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Pilgrimage 
 
The word pilgrimage comes from the Latin word pergrinus, which is derived 
from per (meaning ‘through’) and ager (meaning ‘field’ or ‘land’). The idea clearly 
suggests a journey. As an act of devotion, humans have been making pilgrimage journeys 
since as early as Classical Antiquity, perhaps longer.123  
Bert Roebben believes that pilgrimage is as important today as it ever has been, 
especially as a tool for profound faith formation during adolescence. Roebben notes that 
teenagers “long for life perspectives that are consistent and meaningful and which truly 
deal with something” and that key questions like “How to cope with plurality and 
profusion without becoming violent or depressed? Is there a horizon of meaningfulness 
that fills our search with sense and sensitivity? Are there images of successful lives that 
can inspire us? Or do we have to find out everything ourselves?”124 These are questions 
that are often best asked and answered in conversations that take place while on a 
journey. Long trips, whether by foot or car, naturally promote deeper relationships 
through time for extended conversation. 
As previously noted, adolescence is a developmental stage wherein identity 
formation is of highest priority. The existential questions of adolescence—“Who am I?”, 
“Why do I exist?”, “From where do I come?”, and “To where am I going?”—resonate 
deeply with the questions that pilgrims ask of themselves along a journey. In this respect, 
pilgrimage is a perfect metaphor for life in general and adolescence in particular.  
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Yet pilgrimage is more than a metaphor, it is a metaphor in action. One might say 
that pilgrimage is an actiphor, a place where the membrane between metaphor and reality 
is especially thin.125 Craig Bartholomew frames pilgrimage as “a micro-journey by means 
of which one explores the macro-journey of one’s life.”126 J.G. Davies notes that the act 
of pilgrimage can contribute positively to self-identity, saying that the decision to go on a 
pilgrimage  
is one way of acknowledging and accepting responsibility which is an essential 
part of being human… Further, to be responsible is to accept the task of 
actualizing values, and a pilgrimage can be an opportunity to review principles 
and make plans to embody them more fully in every day life.127 
Davies sees a strong parallel between pilgrimage and the more evangelically-acceptable 
retreat, recognizing both as “an occasion for devising or refurbishing one’s rule of 
life.”128 As such, the practice of pilgrimage is a powerful tool in the parent’s arsenal of 
spiritual practices. Further, pilgrimage as an EPIC tool for faith formation may be at its 
most effective during the adolescent years, when a person’s search for answers and 
openness to alternate perspectives intersects with one’s desire to experience the broader 
world. 
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Rites of Passage 
 
The liturgical calendar, liturgy of the hours, saints, feasts, fasts, creeds, catechism, 
and pilgrimage are each in their own way an opportunity for the institution of ritual as a 
reinforcing agent of spiritual formation. John V. Engen notes that in Late Antique faith 
formation “was carried out not only by words or precepts, not only by the telling of 
stories, but also by ritual,” and as such, “it is difficult to overestimate the impact of this 
extended ritual drama on convert and community alike.”129  
There was no ritual drama in ancient Christendom that was more serious or 
celebrated than the transition from unbelief to follower of The Way. The church crafted 
dramatic rites of passage to mark one’s conversion from spiritual death to life in Christ. 
This is best seen in the ritual practices involving the catechumenate, confirmation, 
baptism, and the first Eucharist. These rites of passage were so powerful that many Late 
Antique vestiges of these practices remain evident within Christendom today. 
While the ancient church’s rites of passage were primarily tied to milestones of a 
spiritual nature, modern research into human development has shown the value of rites of 
passage in healthy life stage development.130 Schulz and Kerig note how important it is 
for adolescents to receive parental affirmation and to perceive that they have successfully 
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completed the adolescent stage.131 Schulz and Kerig further note the importance for 
adolescents to feel as though they have achieved something, gaining mastery, and that a 
resulting transformation in the parent-child relationship has occurred.132 Rites of passage 
are a perfect opportunity for families to encourage young children to strive for mastery of 
belief and practice and then celebrate and reward older children who have achieved 
mastery. These EPIC moments both promote and reinforce spiritual transformation. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Tim and Kelly’s heaviest burden—effective faith formation within the youngest 
members of their family—may well become the greatest channel of grace and spiritual 
strengthening in their own lives. The same Psalmist who wrote of praying eight times 
daily offered this commentary on parenting: “Children are a heritage from the LORD, 
offspring a reward from him. Like arrows in the hands of a warrior are children born in 
one’s youth. Blessed is the man whose quiver is full of them.”133 By forming the faith of 
their children, Tim and Kelly’s own faith will also be deeply formed.  
Arrows are not meant to be held; arrows are meant to be sent out. Those parents 
who diligently work to form their children in intentional directions will be far more 
pleased with the outcomes their children experience than those parents who fail to take 
                                                
131 Schulz, “Looking beyond Adolescence,” 306-307. 
132 Kerig, “The Transition from Adolescence,” 6-7. 
133 Ps. 127:3-5a (NIV). 
67 
 
aim. Aim small, miss small. As Jesus said, “[Aim] first for the kingdom of God and his 
righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.”134  
This thesis has argued that the prophet Jeremiah was on target when he 
encouraged his listeners to stop, look, and walk the ancient paths for seeking the 
Kingdom of God. This thesis has further argued that the utilization of modern learning 
techniques, in conjunction with adapted spiritual formation practices from Late Antiquity, 
within the context of family, and coordinated by a church community best ensures a 
stable and enduring faith for the next generation. The primacy of ancient Christian 
practices for modern formation is supported by: (1) recent research into the brain and the 
science of learning; (2) the leveraging of one’s family; (3) the unique makeup of 
Generation Z; (4) EPIC teaching techniques; and (4) The adaptation of Christian 
formation practices from Late Antiquity. 
These practices are neither something that parents do to their children nor are they 
something that parents provide for children, but rather, these are practices that are done 
with children. As Mark Cannister says, 
The faith that parents see in the mirror is the faith that their teenagers will likely 
embrace as adults. Hence, if parents want their teenagers to have a stronger, 
deeper, and healthier faith, then perhaps the image of faith they emulate needs to 
be stronger, deeper, and healthier.135 
The greatest need of the next generation: effective and enduring spiritual formation. 
Those best positioned to accomplish it: Parents. The institution best designed to be the 
catalyst that enables it: The church. The time: Now!  
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SECTION 4: TRACK 02 ARTIFACT DESCRIPTION 
This thesis has argued that the utilization of modern learning techniques, in 
conjunction with adapted spiritual formation practices from Late Antiquity, within the 
context of family, and coordinated by a church community best ensures a stable and 
enduring faith for the next generation. The attached artifact is a Non-Fiction Book 
Proposal—including Query Letter, Cover Letter, Proposal, and sample chapters—that 
strives to: (1) help parents understand the power they wield to positively or negatively 
affect their children’s spiritual outcomes, (2) educate evangelical parents and church 
leaders in the history of Early Church practices for faith formation, and (3) inspire and 
enable parents to take initiative within their own families in the design and execution of 
adapted practices for faith formation. The publication of a non-fiction book is the best 
practical incarnation of the proposed solution as a popular book allows: (1) the author to 
directly communicate to the audience, (2) church leaders to utilize the solution as a guide 
for facilitating adapted ancient practices within their own faith communities, and (3) 
readers to easily return to the research’s contents time and again for reference and 
inspiration. 
This artifact, as required by Portland Seminary’s Doctor of Ministry Department, 
is guided in form by a mandatory template. Therefore, the format of the pages within 
Section 5: Track 02 Artifact Specification and Appendix 1: Artifact Writing Sample will 
deviate from Turabian in order to conform to the template’s standards. 
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SECTION 5: TRACK 02 ARTIFACT SPECIFICATION 
Query Letter 
 
“The Prophet Jeremiah encouraged his listeners to  
‘Stand at the crossroads, and look, and ask for the ancient paths, where the good 
way lies; and walk in it, and find rest for your souls.’ If the prophet found his 
hearers in a state of unrest due to walking the wrong paths,  
his concern simply echoes that of nearly every parent, ever.” 
 
 
 
Dear __________________, 
 
Have you ever wondered if there is a way to ensure that childhood faith will last a lifetime? My 
nonfiction book, How to Parent Like the Early Church: Fantastic Ideas for Ancient/Future 
Family Faith Formation, will help parents learn how they can join the Early Church in building a 
strong and enduring family faith through surprisingly simple, highly creative, and easily 
implementable spiritual practices. The finished manuscript will be 65,000 words and is targeted 
to Christian parents and the church leaders who serve them. 
 
Parents are concerned about their children being numbered among the 70 percent of young adults 
who walk away from church and childhood faith. Church leaders, equally concerned, have tried a 
number of ultimately unsuccessful solutions. This book will creatively weave the wisdom and 
tried-and-true experiences of the Early Church into practical solutions for modern family faith 
formation. It’s an old take on a not-so-new problem, and it feels as fresh as ever! 
 
I am a writer, speaker, and senior pastor as well as founder of the Ancient Future Faith online 
community (www.ancientfuturefaith.com). If this is a topic that piques your interest, I’d love to 
send you the manuscript for your review. 
 
Thank you for your time and consideration. 
 
Blessings, 
 
 
 
 
Kevin M. Young 
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Cover Letter 
 
“As parents, you and I have the amazing opportunity to join with Early Church parents and 
practitioners of the faith. We can work together hand-in-hand to bring centuries of ancient 
wisdom and faith fine-tuning to bear on our families, forever changing our children’s future.” 
 
 
 
Dear Agent/Editor, 
 
My nonfiction book, How To Parent Like The Early Church: Fantastic Ideas For Ancient/Future 
Family Faith Formation, is a step-by-step journey of discovery to find the Holy Grail of 
childhood faith formation. At 65,000 words, this book succinctly presents ancient formational 
techniques alongside practical advice in order to encourage and equip parents in faith formation. 
Families with children living at home between the ages of 5- and 18-years-old will find 
inspiration and guidance designed to ensure that their young people enter the future with a strong 
and fully-formed faith. Church leaders will find a welcome resource to help in facilitating their 
own ministry within families. 
 
This book represents a new and highly unique contribution to the problem of child and 
adolescent faith formation. In a time when more than 70 percent of children leave the church and 
their childhood faith behind upon entering adulthood, this book will help parents understand and 
replicate the tools used by the Early Church to solve similar problems. By putting this book’s 
simple suggestions into action, parents will be able to feel more confident about the spiritual 
health of their family. 
 
As a pastor, I have experience in some of the largest and most vibrant churches across America, 
and I have seen spiritual transformation in some of the toughest circumstances. My doctoral 
work was focused on family faith formation and my masters work focused on church formational 
leadership. I also have growing social platform to parents and church workers across the country 
through my blog, Facebook/Twitter, and web community at www.ancientfuturefaith.com.  
 
Thank you so very much for taking the time to have a look. 
 
 
Blessings to you, 
 
 
 
 
Kevin M. Young 
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Book Proposal 
 
Title: How to Parent Like the Early Church:  
Fantastic Ideas for Ancient/Future Family Faith Formation  
 
 
Author: Kevin M. Young 
P.O. Box 1472 
Monteagle, TN 37356 
 
cell: 205.616.1163 
email: kevin@kmyoung.com 
website: www.kmyoung.com  
 
facebook: www.facebook.com/kevinmyoung 
instagram: kevinmyoung 
twitter: @kevinmyoung 
 
 
Hook: Learn how modern families are using ancient tools to build stronger faith! 
 
 
Overview: 
Over 70 percent of evangelical teenagers will drop out of church and walk away from their childhood 
faith in the transition to young adulthood. As such, the Church is facing a discipleship disaster of epic 
proportions, a generation without faith! In How to Parent Like the Early Church, a pastor to thousands 
becomes aware that his greatest and most difficult challenge will be keeping his four young children from 
being numbered among those who walk away.  
 
Though a work of nonfiction, this material draws from the author’s personal experiences as a parent as 
well as a pastor. It weaves the author’s true story of personal and professional brokenness, brought on by 
job loss and a crisis of faith, into a riveting journey of hope, and help, for every parent who has ever 
struggled with their own faith or the faith of their children. The reader will follow in the harrowing 
footsteps of a crushed father as he chooses to face his own difficult past in the Christian subculture, and 
then the reader will learn alongside him as he uncovers healing and wholeness in the surprising world of 
the Early Church. 
 
The book begins by examining the roots of brokenness that plague modern families and churches. Parents 
will see themselves in the painful reality they face each day in the church and home. With each step, the 
author brings a level of care and love that only a seasoned pastor could bring to such sensitive subjects. 
The author then leans into his thoroughly Protestant Evangelical upbringing and its struggle with the 
ancient Church, breathing fresh air into the old Protestant/Catholic tension and offering a reconciling way 
forward. The remaining meat of the book walks through eight ancient practices as the author—and in 
turn, the reader—(re)discovers the beauty, power, and transformation that the Early Church relied upon to 
successfully form generations of lifelong Christ-followers.  
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Through the process, parents will see themselves in the author’s struggle, awake to the true and far-
reaching danger of inaction, and encounter a surprisingly clear path that will forever alter their family’s 
future.  
 
 
Purpose: 
If consumers in the target market purchase and read How to Parent Like the Early Church, then they will:  
• Gain insight into how the children of Generation Z are wired and which parenting and formational 
approaches are most effective. 
• Better understand the creative tools used by the Early Church to form a strong and vibrant faith 
during difficult times of persecution and cultural oppression. 
• Be equipped to effectively implement spiritual practices for faith formation within their own families. 
• Learn how to best leverage the experience and resources of their church community to support their 
family’s growing faith. 
Because the book will: 
• Present research findings on the intersection of Generation Z, the family, and faith. 
• Prove the relevancy and likeness of the Early Church to the modern Church. 
• Build parent’s confidence in their ability to effectively disciple their children. 
• Outline simple steps for successfully adapting eight ancient faith formation practices within the 
family context. 
• Excite parents to take immediate action. 
 
 
Promotion & Marketing: 
Millennials represent the newest generation of parents. Studies have indicated that Millennial parents are 
more involved with their children and more intentional in their decision-making than both GenX and 
Boomer parents. Millennial parents are also choosing to put their careers on hold in order to stay at home 
with their children in greater numbers than GenX and Boomer parents. 
 
As parents, Millennials are proving themselves to be more pragmatic than their predecessors, and studies 
show that they are strongly drawn to the stability brought on by established organizations. Further, 
Millennials show a strong traditional streak that seems to prefer spaces, rhythms, styles rooted in the 
ancient.  
 
As the largest cohort numerically, Millennials are poised to become the largest parent cohort ever. Data 
indicates that they take their parenting responsibility seriously, even placing its importance above their 
marriage. This emphasis, coupled with the Millennial preference for experiences over possessions, 
implies a growing market for family-centric activities. The Barna group confirmed this finding when it 
showed that the only factor which a majority of Millennials (62%) claimed was central to their identity 
was “family.”  
 
Though the Pew organization confirms that Millennials are significantly more religiously unaffiliated as 
compared to other generations at their age, the data also confirms that they participate in spiritual 
practices in equal or greater numbers than the GenX and Boomer generations. 
 
These facts indicate continued growth within the parenting market. The data also suggests future growth 
within a largely untapped market: parents who desire assistance in ancient/future approaches to faith and 
family. 
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* * *  
  
The author will work closely with the publisher to actively promote How to Parent Like the Early Church 
through speaking engagements at conferences, churches, and seminars. The author will make every effort 
to adjust his schedule to accommodate as many engagements as possible with a goal of up to 2-4 per 
month. Two seminars based on the book’s content have already been developed and presented to church 
and conference audiences. Highly positive feedback was received from parents and church leaders alike, 
especially those involved in ministry to children and adolescents. Feedback was such that future bookings 
were received as a result. 
 
The author will also work alongside the publisher to create and publish feature articles in leading 
Christian periodicals. Potential audiences include: Focus on the Family, Christianity Today, Charisma, 
Bible Study Magazine, World Magazine, Christian History & Biography, Catholic Digest, Sojourners, 
Home & Faith, Group Magazine, Ministry Today, and Relevant Magazine. 
 
The author will aggressively promote the book to his numerous network of contacts across the United 
States in churches of sizes ranging from 100 to 30,000 across the denominational spectrum. Most of these 
contacts are lead pastors, denominational executives, children and youth pastors, and adult discipleship 
coordinators. 
 
The author has also created a web-based community (www.ancientfuturefaith.com), blog, and Facebook 
group, Instagram, and Twitter feed based on the book’s content. It is designed to allow parents a forum 
for  dialogue and education as they learn how to parent like the Early Church. A key facet of this strategic 
community will be the ability to push regular updates to the members about creative ways to leverage the 
calendar in their ongoing family faith formation rhythms.  
 
 
Competition: 
• Parenting Toward the Kingdom: Orthodox Principles of Child-Rearing, by Philip Mamalakis, Ancient 
Faith Publishing, (October 2016). 
• Sacred Rhythms: Arranging Our Lives for Spiritual Transformation, by Ruth Haley Barton, 
InterVarsity Press (March 2006). 
• Following a Sacred Path: Raising Godly Children, by Elizabeth White, Ancient Faith Publishing 
(October 2014). 
 
 
Uniqueness: 
How to Parent Like the Early Church will be the only parenting book tailored to Generation Z that helps 
families develop their own unique ancient/future spiritual practices. This book educates the reader about 
the historic faith formation practices of the Early Church and then walks parents through a process of 
discovery and implementation of their own ancient/future rhythms for family faith formation. 
 
 
Endorsements: 
The following are friends of the author who will endorse this work: 
• Leonard Sweet, theologian and author of The Bad Habits of Jesus and others 
• Shauna Neiquist, author of Present Over Perfect and others 
• William Vanderbloemen, author of NEXT and others 
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• Ed Gungor, author of Religiously Transmitted Disease and founder of The Praxis Conference and 
The Praxis Collective 
• Michael Gungor, singer-songwriter of Gungor and The Brilliance 
• Jonathan Martin, author of How to Survive a Shipwreck 
• Aaron Neiquist, author and founder of The Practice community of Willow Creek Community 
Church, Chicago, an experimental worship community based on ancient practices 
• Bill Hybels, founding pastor of Willow Creek Community Church, Chicago 
• J. Michael Sparough, SJ, Jesuit priest, expert in Ignation spirituality, and spiritual director at 
Bellermine Retreat Center and author of What's Your Decision?: How to Make Choices with 
Confidence and Clarity: An Ignatian Approach to Decision-Making 
 
 
Book Format: 
Each chapter will discuss topics in an easy-to-read and understandable format: quote, personal story, 
biblical reference, parent practice, conclusion of personal story theme, and concluding questions and ideas 
intended to help families and groups continue the discussion. 
 
Part One of the book reviews the brokenness within the family and church that have led to more than 70 
percent of Emerging Adults to walk away from their faith. Part Two dives into the riveting story of the 
Early Church in a way that is engaging, refreshing, and ecumenical. Part Three focuses on eight spiritual 
practices of the Early Church as the author walks through each of them with a creative eye for fresh 
application within the modern family. 
 
 
Chapter Outline: 
Introduction:  Christmas in Crisis 
This chapter will begin with a personal story about how the most difficult Christmas of the author’s life 
became one of the most blessed through the discovery of ancient practices for faith formation and 
implementation of sacred rhythms.  
 
 
PART ONE: 
— OUR MODERN MESS — 
 
 
Chapter 1:  Why Kids These Days Are Different (and Why Your Parenting Style Isn’t Working)  
This chapter will introduce the major generational players in the author’s life. Like the cast of characters 
in a made-for-television drama, each person becomes a representative of their respective generation on 
the soundstage of the author’s life. They each live out their generation’s unique personality, values, and 
needs in the interaction with the author and one another. They include: the author and his wife (members 
of Generation X), his children (Generation Z), his congregation and staff (predominately Generation Y), 
his parents (Boomers), and his grandparents (Silent). Each major player (and their generation) will be 
introduced to the reader by weaving the backstory that brought the author to the Christmas crisis 
introduced in the Introduction.  
 
 
Chapter 2:   Messy Families: When You’re Raising Cain But Need An Abel 
This chapter will open by diving more deeply into the author’s conflicted relationship with his family of 
origin and the ups and downs of family life that resulted in very different adolescent experiences and 
outcomes for he and his sister. Research has shown that a person’s family of origin has the power to 
75 
 
dramatically effect his or her long-term outcomes. While it makes sense that we are all a product of both 
nature and nurture, the data paints a convincing picture of the true power parent’s hold in determining 
their children’s future. The good news is that increased intentionality and small (but directed adjustments) 
by parents can make all of the difference in positive family outcomes. 
 
 
Chapter 3:  Messy Faith: Why The Church and Home Have Lost Their Good Way  
Using the Prophet Jeremiah’s “good way” as a launching point, this chapter will narrow and focus the last 
chapter’s discussion of families onto the topic of faith formation within families. This chapter will 
compare and contrast the church programming of the author’s childhood and adolescence to that of his 
parent’s generation and that of today. This will enable a discussion of the modern failure of the 
institutional church and home to provide adequate and efficacious faith formation during the formative 
years. This chapter will set up the foundation of contrast between modern and ancient practices of faith 
formation (which will be introduced in Part Two). 
 
 
PART TWO: 
— ECHOES FROM THE PAST: WE’VE BEEN HERE BEFORE — 
 
 
Chapter 4:  Old School: My Painful –Ism Education 
This chapter will open by retelling the story of the author’s conflicted relationship with Catholicism. As a 
life-long evangelical, the author encountered an anti-Catholic bias within his family of origin, church, and 
educational environments. This bias led to the wholesale vacating of 1600 years of church history before 
the Reformation. The longstanding Protestant vs. Catholic standoff and its effect upon our faith, family, 
and children will be explored. The chapter will conclude as the author discovers the danger in such bias 
by way of a clandestine meeting with his local parish priest during the author’s first pastorate. 
 
 
Chapter 5:  A.D.: Ancient Discipleship For Dummies (…Like Me)  
This chapter will unravel the fascinating backstory of the modern church in the years immediately 
following the close of the New Testament. It is a story of social upheaval, dramatic cultural shifts, and 
dangerous circumstances. It is also a story that is largely unknown in evangelical circles. Would this 
fledgling movement called The Way survive the departure of its founders and intensifying persecution? 
The answer is a resounding, and obvious, “Yes,” but the journey from oppression to domination is a tale 
that needs to be told. This chapter will retell the founding story of the Church as a compelling movement 
of history that beat the odds by focusing its efforts on one thing: faith formation for the next generation of 
Christ-followers. By the end of the chapter the reader will see modern problems presented and solved in 
the ancient past.  
 
 
Chapter 6: From Epic Failure to EPIC Faith 
This chapter will begin with a personal story about the time Leonard Sweet gave the author the shirt off of 
his back. This story will be used to introduce the practices that the Early Church developed to form the 
fledgling faith of its members. While, these solutions will be fleshed out in more detail in Part Three, this 
introduction will serve to point out the four-fold nature of ancient Christian practices—Experiential, 
Participatory, Image-Rich, and Connective—and how these ancient practices affirm the deepest needs 
children and adolescents. 
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PART THREE: 
— BACK TO THE FUTURE:  
HOW MODERN FAMILIES CAN FORM FAITH LIKE THE ANCIENTS — 
 
 
Chapter 7:  525,600 Minutes  
This chapter will introduce Part Three, the section of the book that is devoted to offering families 
practical advice for the implementation of ancient practices in creation of their own sacred rhythms. The 
chapter will open with personal reflections about the author’s struggle with the two conflicting calendars 
of his life: school and church, as juggled by a dad who is also a pastor. This chapter will seek to guide 
families in the redemption of time through the creation of a unique family calendar that bridges the gap 
between the ancient Church Liturgical Calendar and the modern family calendar, a task which is both 
daunting and refreshing. The construction of a family-centric liturgical calendar creates an environment 
that reinforces spiritual formation throughout the year in ways that are experiential, participatory, image-
rich, and connective. Further, it will enable young people to experience the liturgical calendar in ways 
that reinforce the sweep of salvation history as well as their own history.  
 
 
Chapter 8:  Wondrous Wakefulness  
This chapter will open with a personal story about the author’s discovery of “praying of the hours” while 
on a sabbatical at a silent monastery during one of the hardest seasons of his life. The monks helped the 
author see why the Early Church understood the Apostle Paul’s command of “pray without ceasing” to be 
best accomplished through regular fixed-hour prayers offered throughout the day, a practice which the 
Early Church called the Liturgy of the Hours. This chapter will encourage and enable families to develop 
their own unique schedule of personal and/or familial times of prayer, thereby allowing young people to 
feel connected to the broader community of Christ-followers around the world who are also praying 
without ceasing. 
 
 
Chapter 9:  Santa Clause and Other V.I.P.s  
This chapter will open by weaving the story of the author’s relationship with his grandfather, who loved 
Christmas the most, with his uneasy relationship with Santa Clause after becoming a parent. It will move 
to a discussion of American Evangelicalism’s celebration of ‘safe saints’ such as St. Nicholas, St. Patrick, 
St. Valentine, and even All Hallows Eve. The history of how the idea of Saints came about is fascinating 
and largely unknown to Protestant Evangelicals. This chapter will encourage families to develop their 
own unique list of saints and then develop ways to remember and celebrate the movement of God in their 
lives. The presence of modern saints as a tangible model of faith and full devotion is a tool of spiritual 
formation that when actively implemented in families will help young people envision and embody a life 
of faith and full devotion.  
 
 
Chapter 10:  Table Talk  
This chapter will open with a personal story that contrasts the power of meals around the author’s 
grandparent’s table versus his parent’s table after the invention of the microwave oven. Having grown up 
in the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains in America’s poorest white county, his grandparents 
learned that connectedness and celebration was more important than a life spent in pursuit of earthly gain. 
For many, the family meal has become a casualty of overly programmed and disconnected lives. This 
chapter will promote a more ancient view of the family meal, which promotes family bonding and 
childhood emotional health. It will suggest ways to connect the ancient and future during mealtimes 
through the content of discussions, regular opportunities for celebration, and the food selection itself.  
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Chapter 11: No Creed But Christ  
This chapter will open with a personal story about the author’s adolescent experience at a strict 
conservative youth camp and a traveling evangelist whose motto was: “No creed but Christ.” The 
evangelist was blissfully (and regrettably) unaware that his lack of creed was in itself a creedal statement.  
Creedal statements help young people clearly and simply frame the essentials of their faith and, 
conversely, better understand what other non-creedal doctrines may be important but non-essential. This 
chapter will encourage the family to work together to craft their own unique creedal statement of faith.  
 
 
Chapter 12: Crazy Catechism  
This chapter will open with a personal story about growing up in a highly Christian Fundamentalist 
community in the 1970’s and the odd importance of catechism to a religious community that otherwise 
eschewed ancient practices. The Fundamentalist Movement understood what many in the Church have 
forgotten: Catechesis happens. Human beings are always being formed by someone or something; 
therefore, the important question is not “Are we being formed?” but rather, “By what are we being 
formed?” This chapter will encourage and support parents in the development of their own age-
appropriate family catechisms. 
 
 
Chapter 13: Sacred Tracks 
This chapter will open with a personal story of the author’s life-changing pilgrimage experience at the 
Abbey of the Genesee. While non-religious journeys have long been acceptable within the evangelical 
church, sacred journeys are generally frowned upon. This is generally based upon a strong sense that 
places and buildings do not contain the presence of God and can even get in the way. Though the 
destination is important as a catalyst for the pilgrimage, the Early Church learned that it is often the 
journey itself that brings the deepest formation. This chapter will discuss the history and value of 
pilgrimage as a spiritual practice and suggest ways that families can implement pilgrimage as an act of 
enduring spiritual formation.  
 
 
Chapter 14: Coming of Age  
This chapter will open with a collection of personal stories about the awkward and hilarious effect of 
unintentional rights of passage within the author’s family of origin. Faith formation in the Early Church 
was carried out not only by words, worship, and teaching but primarily through ritual and rites of passage. 
Today, the typical social markers of adulthood have all but vanished and formal rites of passage do not 
exist within American culture, yet studies show that children still have a great need to know that they 
have passed from one developmental stage to the next. This chapter will help families develop their own 
unique rites of passage that mark transitions of between developmental and spiritual stages.  
 
 
Chapter 15: Concluding Thoughts 
This chapter will provide a logical bookend to the content by returning to the author’s introductory story, 
and will tell the rest of the story and how the changes the author brought to his family affected his 
children, wife, and ultimately the author himself. Final encouragement and advice for the reader’s journey 
ahead will also be offered alongside specific advice as to the role of the church community. 
 
 
Epilogue 
A parting story will close the text. 
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Intended Readers: 
Primary 
Ø GenX and Millennial parents and guardians needing a resource for their child’s faith walk 
Ø Lay leaders who work closely with youth or families 
Ø Pastors looking for fresh ideas for church programming 
Secondary 
Ø Extended family members (such as grandparents, aunts, and uncles) looking to make positive 
spiritual impact on children within their family 
Ø Denominational leaders looking for new and creative ways to recharge local church ministry 
to youth and families 
Ø Family Counselors 
 
 
Manuscript: 
The manuscript is 30% complete and will contain approximately 65,000 words. The author is able to 
complete the work within 1 month of signing a book deal. 
 
 
Author Bio: 
Kevin Young holds a Doctor of Ministry in Semiotics and Future Studies from Portland Seminary of 
George Fox University. A graduate of Cedarville University and Dallas Theological Seminary, he also 
holds degrees in Biblical Studies, Communications, and Christian Education with an emphasis in Church 
Educational Leadership.  
 
Kevin has served on ministry staffs in some of the largest churches across the United States. His roles 
have focused on college, creative, and pastoral ministry. His specialty is in reaching young adults and 
young marrieds then building systems of faith formation to help them become more like Christ. 
 
The author is currently building his exposure on social media via Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and his 
ministry blog at www.ancientfuturefaith.com. 
 
Kevin and his amazing wife Sally are parents to four of Generation Z’s youngest members: Libbie, Lucy, 
Harris, and Matthew. 
 
 
Future Projects: 
• How to Parent Like the Early Church, Group Curriculum — a companion guidebook that 
offers activities and practical guidance for families who wish to implement an ancient/future 
approach to parenting. This resource would also be to be leveraged within small groups as a 
study curriculum. 
• Ancient/Future Faith Formation within the Church — a guide for church leaders on 
understanding and executing ancient/future faith formation within educational programs 
across all demographic segments within the church. 
• Wisdom from the East: More Ancient/Future Faith Formation for Families — a follow-up 
that dives more deeply into the Eastern practices of faith formation and their application 
within the family and church. 
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SECTION 6: POSTSCRIPT 
Having come to the pastorate through the backdoor—Media Ministry—a creative 
Track 02 project seemed to be in view from the get go, but from there, little else. This 
thesis represents a nearly three-year honing of my original desire to embed the Bible 
more deeply in the church body. This broad brushstroke was refined as the program’s 
mentors, advisors, cohort, and life itself slowly cut in a clearer picture. 
Generational theory, ancient catechesis, outcome-based education, and church-
based youth programming were the color palette which led me toward a master plan of  
applying the Church’s Late Antique catechetical process to church-based youth 
programming. Unfortunately, the official start of dissertation work also brought a crisis of 
career. How could I apply an ancient practice within a church youth program which I no 
longer oversaw? 
It was, I believe, divine providence that left me asking that very question while on 
sabbatical at a Trappist monastery in New York. There I realized what my advisor, Dr. 
Phil Newell, had understood all along: My primary motivation was borne more out of 
future hope for my children—and their soon-coming adolescent faith. For me, this was 
personal. In the silence of the monastery, my heart began to resonate with the ancient 
rhythms of the church. I wondered what it would be like to spend a year learning and 
experiencing them together as family. This thought was the catalyst that lit the fire under 
this thesis. It was as if, all at once, every piece of my research—and, dare I say, my life—
fell into place, creating the most lovely of pictures. 
From there, it was as if the dissertation wrote itself. Almost. On sabbatical from 
the pastorate, research became my full-time job as I commuted to the theological library 
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of The University of the South. I commandeered one of academia’s rarest luxuries—a 
top-floor study carrel with a window steps from the stacks—and there among the dusty 
tomes and stuffy circumstances my life and research blossomed. As the summer sun 
warmed all beneath it, I read, studied, wrote, and read some more. Every book brought 
further confirmation that I was on the right track. I watched the trees out my window 
slowly turn to brilliant golden hues. One by one, I watched as each leaf fell and the gentle 
winds of winter blew away the last vestiges of summer. All that remained was cold gray; 
to me, even this was beautiful. Perhaps it was because I knew that life would soon spring 
out my window again, and soon in my career as well. This research saved my life and my 
family. 
Even after all the effort, this project still seems woefully inadequate. There were a 
myriad of other avenues my artifact could have taken in order to put feet to adolescent 
faith formation. I could just have easily written a curriculum plan for churches to follow 
in guiding and facilitating family groups in faith formation by way of ancient practices or 
created an online community space for church leaders and families in which to 
participate, learn, and grow in the nuances of ancient faith formation practices.  
It also seems to me that there is a strong need for further doctoral work on the 
subject, especially research that would utilize human participants in order to study the 
effect of ancient spiritual practices on modern adolescent outcomes. It would also be 
advantageous to see research on the effects of ancient eastern spiritual practices on 
adolescent faith formation. Further, work should be done in the efficacy of ancient 
spiritual practices within other developmental stages.  
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New problems have come to light along the journey, such as: (1) How does a 
family with children across an extremely broad age spectrum implement ancient 
practices?; (2) Is the solution too focused on the nuclear family?; (3) How do church-
based youth ministries implement these findings but maintain balance in evangelistic 
pursuits?; and (4) Is adolescence too late to start some of these practices and still 
maintain formational effectiveness? 
Personally, this study has brought a fresh discipleship emphasis within my own 
family. The implementation of several of these ancient practices during Advent served to 
surprise me more than my children. They already knew more about some of these 
practices than I did! As such, my nine-, seven-, and six-year-old were more excited than I 
was to dive deeply into the ancient faith. Though my children don’t know Tertullian from 
Thomas the Tank Engine or Bowen from Barbie, the ancient rhythms found resonance in 
deep places within their soul. In turn, my heart found rest… and hope. 
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Remember your Creator during your youth: when all possibilities lie open before you and 
you can offer all your strength intact for his service. The time to remember is not after 
you become senile and paralyzed! Then it is not too late for your salvation, but too late 
for you to serve as the presence of God in the midst of the world and the creation. You 
must take sides earlier—when you can actually make choices, when you have many paths 
opening at your feet, before the weight of necessity overwhelms you. 
—Jacques Ellul, The Reason for Being  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Let the little children come to Me; do not get in their way. 
—Jesus 
 
As was often the case those days, the car that I was riding in was filled to capacity with 
joy and laughter… and children. Four children, to be exact. I suppose my wife and I have only 
ourselves to blame, though. The surprise addition of the little guy the year before meant that 
every future family vehicle would necessarily contain a third row of seating. We had even 
outgrown the term “family car.” We no longer fit in cars at all, family or otherwise. I had traded 
in my man-card for a minivan and there was no going back.  
On this particular day the vehicle was also filled with the familiar sounds of Christmas, a 
Pandora playlist occasionally slipped above the dull roar of the mostly controlled chaos in the 
back. 
It's the most wonderful time of the year. 
It's the hap-happiest season of all… 
 
I wasn't feeling very wonderful... or happy, for that matter. I was feeling downright 
Grinch-ish. While Grinch-ish may not be an actual word, I can confirm that it is an actual 
feeling. I had been feeling it for quite some time, if I am being honest. And I certainly should be 
honest! The kids might read this someday, and when they do they can confirm my honesty… and 
Grinchishness. 
The time that our family had spent in church earlier that morning had done little to 
correct my mood. I was so thankful to have found an incredible faith community a few months 
ago that the entire family agreed was perfect, but I was less pleased that we found it on the other 
side of a multi-state drive that lasted about an hour and effectively sentenced me to a four- by 
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ten-foot space filled with offspring. Prison cells were roomier and likely quieter. Every Sunday 
on the drive, my wife and I took turns being the warden.  
With the kids jingle-belling and everyone telling you, “Be of good cheer!” 
It's the most wonderful time of the year. 
 
I wanted to scream, but I resisted the urge to take out my weary emotions on them. I don't 
always win that battle—no dad is perfect, right? So I swallowed my tongue one more time and 
sat instead in stewing silence. It wasn't their fault that this Christmas was turning out to be 
perfectly miserable.  
My wife, the warden on duty, sensed my inner turmoil and had the presence of mind to 
ask the kids to keep their hostile takeover of the once-quiet car cabin to a small-scale skirmish.  
Bless her, I thought. 
There'll be much mistletoe-ing 
And hearts will be glowing  
When loved ones are near. 
It’s the most wonderful time of the year. 
† 
I am a pastor. This must be distinctly understood, or nothing wonderful can come of the 
story I am about to relate. I had just completed a particularly difficult pastorate a few months 
earlier in a church which we had grown to dearly love during our five year tour of duty.  
I have always loved the local church, but I never really wanted to be a pastor. There was 
no way that I was going to knowingly subject myself to the kind of pain and suffering that 
pastors endure. Who in their right mind would? I had grown up with parents who had been 
actively involved in church leadership since before I was born. Because of their behind-the-
scenes involvement, I was well aware of the arrows that pastors regularly (and often 
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undeservedly) took, usually in the back. I was intimately acquainted with the sorrow of these 
suffering servants that we call pastors. I wanted nothing of it, and neither did my wife. 
My wife is a P.K. (that's church-nerd code for “Pastor’s Kid”). She had grown up seeing 
her dad take “friendly fire” from a series of not-so-friendly churches. Her dad eventually escaped 
from those churches and planted a new kind of church in the south, but she barely escaped with 
her faith. As a result, my wife vowed to never marry a minister. She didn't want to marry a pastor 
and I didn't want to be one. Perfect match!, I thought. What else is there to know about each 
other?! 
Everything changed a few years later when God made it absolutely clear he had other 
plans… and a sense of humor. He had called me to be pastor, I had just been running from it for 
about 33 years. Thirty-three. Jesus got the cross; I got the pastorate. Sometimes it’s tough to tell 
the difference. 
My wife and I submitted to God’s leading and followed his call into a church. What else 
could we do? I’ve read the Book of Jonah. It never ends well when you run from God. My wife 
and I knew what we were getting into; we went in eyes wide open. I imagine that was part of the 
reason that God called us. He had spent a lifetime preparing us. We knew that there would be 
hurt, but we decided to open our hearts and love lavishly, and deeply, despite whatever might 
come our way.  
We spent several wonderful years in that first church, and God moved mightily on our 
behalf. There were true miracles. Transformation happened in the most unlikely of ways to the 
most surprising of people. There was tremendous joy in those years throughout the church and 
within us.  
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Then, it was if the Devil himself woke up one day and said, Hey, what’s going on over 
there? Things began to change; it was as if the battalions of Hell had set their sights on the utter 
desolation of God’s work in our particular Kingdom outpost. As things got worse, it was 
sometimes difficult to tell whether I was keeping Hell from getting into the church or protecting 
the world from it getting out! Job hazard, I suppose.  
I gave every single bit of my heart, soul, mind, strength, and sanity to keep the church 
from heading down a disastrous path. Then, I gave some more. This church was not going to 
travel a road of unnecessary pain, at least not on my watch. So I dug my heels in deeper.  
This must be what it feels like to parent a teenager, I thought.  
I spent sleepless nights in turmoil and early Sunday mornings in tears. Help them, God, I 
prayed, for they know not what they do. But, like your average teenager, they seemed to know 
exactly what they were doing. They just didn’t care. 
But how could I let this small group hurt themselves and others, not to mention the 
damage being done to the cause of Christ?! 
Then one day I woke up with one of clearest epiphanies that I have ever had: The most 
important calling in my life was not that of pastor. My first call was to be a husband and dad. 
What good would it do to save the church and lose my family? Many pastors end up doing 
exactly that (which is why we even have a term like “P.K.”). P.K. is just shorthand for saying: 
The kid that is messed up because his or her parent was a pastor.  
I realized that I had a choice to make between the health of my family and futility. That 
was the easiest decision that I've ever made. Period. 
Family first.  
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We sold our house, said goodbye to our close friends, and moved to a place where I could 
heal and finish working on my doctorate. One of those was much easier than the other. 
† 
Now here I was, with a car-full of children on a highway somewhere in nowhere 
Tennessee, and I was about to lose my salvation. (This is not a book about losing your salvation, 
that was a joke.) It was Christmastime—the season that is supposed to be the most wonderful 
time of the year—and yet the scars of the pain were threatening to become open and festering 
wounds again 
... ALL BECAUSE OF A STINKIN’ CHRISTMAS SONG!!! 
Of course, I now realize that it wasn't because of the Christmas song; I was in a 
consistently crummy mood because, simply put, I was tired of waiting. I am the type of guy who 
wants patience, but wants it now. There is little more depressing than having to wait on God to 
open the door to the next season of ministry during Christmastime. 
Christmas is about waiting… waiting in lines, waiting for presents, waiting for pie, 
waiting for Jesus. Now, for our family, it had also become a season of waiting on God to open 
the next door. 
 “Daddy, I don't want to go to Christmas Eve Services...” The question pulled me out of 
my meltdown. 
 “Why not?,” I asked my oldest. “Because, … because you won't be preaching,” came the 
reply. 
Great! Now I was failing as both a pastor and a father.  
Just great. 
89 
 
My family seemed to be spinning out of control with ever-increasing speed. I had 
sacrificed a lot by putting them first, but I now wondered if I had missed something along the 
way.  
I now felt that somewhere, some important piece of the puzzle had yet to be uncovered.  
Why am I in this holding pattern, God!? 
I looked in the review mirror at my oldest and realized that she wasn’t a baby anymore. 
Far from it, in fact. She is half-way to being out of the house.  
That terrified me.  
I don't have much time with her, I thought. And I have even less time until the opinions of 
her friends become stronger influences in her life than my own. Is she ready to face the harsh 
realities of the world—and faith—on her own? 
Like the weight of a ton of bricks it hit me. I won't always be there to protect her and 
guide her toward Jesus. How do I keep her from losing her faith during the tough times? Is there 
any way to protect my kids’ faith, even when my own seems so shaky? 
As a pastor, I know too many stories of once-strong kids who walked away from their 
faith once they were out from under their parents. Sadly, it’s not a rare occurrence. It is all too 
common. More than 70 percent of Jesus-loving kids walk away from the church and their faith in 
the transition to Young Adulthood. 
As a dad, it’s not a statistic, it is a reality that is represented the four familiar faces of my 
children in the back seat. And the most terrifying question of all creeps to the front seat of my 
mind: 
If one of my kids walk away from God, will it be because of me?! 
† 
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It was there, somewhere on the Interstate between Chattanooga and Nashville, that I 
realized I had found my mission. Whatever might become of me as a pastor was nothing when 
compared to what might become of me as a parent. I fear judgment as a dad much more than I 
fear judgment as a pastor, and if you know me, that is truly remarkable. You’d be hard pressed to 
find a pastor that cares more about his congregation. It was time for me to give that same came to 
my children. 
It was time for me to do something... anything... to protect my kids.  
But what, God? What do I do to keep my kids spiritually healthy? 
Why This Book Matters 
I think that you have the potential to be a better dad… or mom, grandmom, granddad, 
guardian, aunt, uncle, godparent, etc. This isn’t a book about parenting as much as it is a guide 
for building a strong and healthy faith in children and teenagers. Caring for children is the 
highest calling that God can give. It is certainly higher than that of pastor. So imagine if you will, 
the greatest example of a pastor that you know… then push him off the stage and step into the 
spotlight.  
God has placed you front-and-center during this stage of life for the children under care. 
God has placed you there; he must believe in you. You have been given responsibility for the 
care and feeding of children or you wouldn’t be reading this book (unless you are just rubber-
necking at the meltdown in the story I am about to tell). God has positioned you for such a time 
as this. 
Children are God’s most important resource. Don't forget that Jesus rebuked (yelled) at 
the disciples for keeping children from him. You may or may not also know that Jesus often 
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spoke about having a childlike faith. It seems that you can’t get into God’s Kingdom without 
having a set of those red, yellow, and blue Playskool plastic keys to unlock the doors. 
Children are important to God.  
It must break God’s heart that 70 percent of once-church teenagers walk away from 
church and faith after they get out of the home. If this were just a statistic, it would be bad 
enough. But that number represents a generation of kids, young men and young women, who 
once found something fulfilling in the practice of their faith but have now given themselves to 
other things instead. These are our kids. And we must all work together to change the future on 
behalf of each of them. 
If you have picked up this book hoping to prevent one or more of your children from 
following a destructive path, I have written this book for you. If you are reading this book to find 
hope, or help, for other parents who are struggling, you’ve come to right place. There may even 
be a few church leaders of various ages, stages, and responsibilities that have happened onto this 
book looking for helpful advice. I was thinking of each of you as I was prayerfully thinking, 
passionately writing, and fearfully finishing this book. 
Fear?, you might say. Absolutely.  
Anyone who has ever wrestled with faith formation during the childhood and adolescent 
years will understand the daunting task. These are more than stats; these are stories. Our great 
hope for the future is represented by the names of faces of those within our temporary care. This 
is important work. The job that we do in rearing the next generation will create ripples that effect 
generations long beyond our own. A healthy level of fear isn’t necessarily a bad thing, as long as 
we remember that we are ultimately only stewards standing in for the Master himself, Jesus. 
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But we must not waste time. The church is just waking up to this discipleship disaster of 
epic proportions. Some pioneering church leaders have tried to solve the problem, but there is 
only so much that they can do. We still live a world where only 30 percent of our kids take their 
faith with them when they leave home after graduation, and let’s be honest, that’s just not good 
enough. It’s a statistic that we just cannot accept. 
I’m not okay with less than a third of my kids following God as adults. Are you? I am not 
aware of any parent that truly is, especially if they knew that they could do something about it 
now. I also don’t believe that any pastor, youth pastor, or church leader would sit idly by if they 
knew that they could be a part of helping to shift those numbers. 
While I don’t want to imply that the road ahead will be easy, I also don’t want you to 
think that the task ahead is impossible. Far from it, in fact. The church has faced this kind of 
crisis before, and the dramatic results of the turnaround are recorded in the pages of history 
(we’ll get to the details a bit later). I may not know the story because we churched-folk often 
spend more fretting over the future than finding help in the past. 
There is a key to solving the problem, though, and it is you. You need to be a part of the 
solution for us to turn the statistic around. Since you’ve made it this far, I am going to assume 
that you are ready, willing, and able to be a part of the solution. You bought this book, so now 
you have skin in the game. The journey ahead will require you to have some courage, take a few 
risks, and be open-minded as we wind to where we are going. The best trips always are. 
Part One will help us all come to terms with the depth of the mess that we have on our 
hands. We didn’t get into this predicament quickly. We also must be willing to avoid pointing 
fingers. There is probably enough blame to go around, and we should all be willing to consider 
the possibility that we could be doing a bit better. And, of course, we would be doing better if we 
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knew what to do. So don’t beat yourself up, this is why we are all here in the first place, to find 
fresh ways forward that are proven to work.  
Kids are different these days, lets be honest. It sounds like something an old person 
would say, I know, but the kids of today are different than they were when I was growing up. 
But unlike your father, I can prove it. Understanding the differences will help us understand why 
our families are often messier than they need to be. I’ll tell you a bit of the end here in the 
beginning: To have healthy kids we’ve got to be sure that our families are healthy. As an added 
bonus included in the price of this book, you will find that my story is just as messy as everyone 
else’s! Church leaders will be glad to know that they will get their turn under the microscope as 
well. We will assess how our communities of faith may have contributed to the problem at hand. 
I’ll be as gentle as I can. Church leaders get beat up all too much as it is and we should resist 
piling on. 
Part Two is going to let you in on a little secret—well, I suppose that it’s not a secret 
anymore since I’ve finished the book, so I’ll go ahead and tell you now—We’ve been here 
before. Our problem with building lifelong faith within children is not a new one. The church has 
been in pretty much the exact same predicament before. It was a long time ago, but it’s a riveting 
story and we’ll unravel it in Part Two. Fair warning, though, this section may be a challenging 
read for those of us who grew up strongly within the Protestant American Evangelical stream of 
Christianity. (Those who just thought to themselves, Is there any other kind of Christianity?, 
may wish to have their heart medication nearby.) Once we’re sure that everyone is safe, we’ll 
travel back about 2,000-years to a time just after “B.C.” first had the guts to change its name to 
“A.D.” We will pick up the story just after the ink dried on the New Testament and from there it 
will be a bit like Paul Harvey’s “The Rest of the Story.” Besides just dating myself, I’ve also 
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clued you in on the key time period into which we’ll be more deeply looking in search of 
answers. Heads up, I am pretty certain that the Bible stopped being recorded just before this time 
period because, well, things were about to get crazy.  
Part Three is where the magic will happen. Since one of my spiritual gifts is prophecy, I 
can clearly see that you are wondering why I didn’t make the magic happen before half-filling 
the book with packing peanuts in Parts One and Two. I get it, you are now planning to skip 
straight to Part Three. DON’T SKIP STRAIGHT TO PART THREE. Sorry for yelling; had to be 
done. I didn’t really need the gift of prophecy to know your plan. (That was sarcasm. Sometimes 
sarcasm is looked down upon in uber-religious circles. Those circles should read the part of Job 
where God shows up. If you too have a bit of sarcasm in your blood, you didn’t get it from 
me…unless you are one of my kids, then you totally got it from me. I told you to be more like 
your mother.) 
Like any good joke, you have to know the setup in order to laugh at the punch line, or—
for those evangelicals averse to laughter—to appreciate any good fairytale you have to go 
through the “once upon a time” in order to get to the “happily ever after.” If you don’t, then 
nothing makes sense. In Part Three we are going to get together and walk down a winding path 
of hope and healing. Along the way we are going to stumble across a few old tools. We will pick 
every one of them up, dust them off, try to figure out how they were once used and then judge 
how effective they might be at fixing something today. Are there newer tools for fixing things? 
Absolutely! But every time I go to drive a nail, I can’t get my grandpa’s old hammer out of my 
head. I know it works; I saw it work in the toughest of circumstances. There was just something 
special about it. It was rough around the edges, sure. But if you wanted to build something 
incredible, I would advise you that the old hammer not only had some life left in it, but it was a 
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far better tool for getting some jobs done than your shiny new one. (That was a metaphor, but 
you knew that. Get used to seeing those.) 
Once all of that is done, I am going to wrap up several of the sordid tales that I have 
splashed across the pages of this book and then set you free to change the world… or, at least, 
the lives of the kids in your care. If we get to the end and you still have hope, then I have done 
my job; if you get the end and I still have my dignity, then we may have failed. I intend to show 
you that it could be worse for you… you could be me. 
One final thing. 
No matter your current situation, there is still reason for hope. If I hadn’t seen God show 
up in the absolute worst circumstances of life, I wouldn’t have ever become a pastor. I truly 
believe that no matter how dire things seem, when Jesus is present everything changes. However 
bad your situation is right now, someone somewhere has had it worse… and God miraculously 
showed up for them, and he will for you as well.  
In fact, I believe that you are the miracle that your family needs. And here you are; 
you’ve shown up. Just like Keanu Reeves in Hardball, I’m blown away by your ability to show 
up. 
Someone once told me that a two-degree change of direction, over an extended period of 
time, can drastically alter the course and destination of any object in motion. Said differently, an 
extremely small adjustment in the present can have radically life-changing effects in the future. 
Start looking for your 2˚ change.  
Start here.  
Start now. 
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CHAPTER 8: 
Wondrous Wakefulness 
 
Pray without ceasing. 
—Paul, the Apostle 
 
 
I sat, silent, with my head in my hands. An expanse of pew extending to my left and to 
my right, empty, save for me. The clock on my wrist said the hour was half-past 2:00 A.M. Not 
thirty minutes before, I had dragged my body from yet another night of restless slumber in order 
to make the mile walk from the Retreat House where I was staying to the Abbey. The cool, full 
moon of an Upstate New York night gave just enough light to protect me from falling—but not 
stumbling—along the mile or so journey across the cornfields. The imposing darkness that had 
fallen across the landscape seemed to mirror that of my own inner long dark night of the soul.  
To get to the Abbey one must pass by an enormous cross that towers above everything 
around it. It is a simple but imposing symbol that acts as a boundary between the Abbey and the 
world beyond. Passing it is to feel as though one has left one world to enter another, wholly 
“other.” 
Other thoughts. Other time. Other prayers. Other-ness. 
The door of the Abbey is as daunting as the cross. It is a monstrous piece of old-world 
architecture that boldly stands in the way of all who would enter.  
Should I knock first or simply open it?, I wonder to myself. There looks to be no handle. 
How odd. 
I grab hold of the door as best I can and wrestle it open. It feels a bit like David against 
the Goliath. To anyone who might have been watching, it must have seemed quite awkward. 
Am I being hazed?   
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The Abbey of the Genesee is home to several dozen Trappist monks, mostly famous for 
following old rules of order and especially for taking a lifetime vow of silence. They are 
contemplatives, spending as much time as possible in prayer and reflection. I had come to this 
place to sever myself from the deep pain that encroached upon my life like a cancer. I hoped to 
hear God’s voice again, a voice which had been all but silent during my dark night of the soul.  
What I had not expected on this silent retreat was five hours of worship a day, led by the 
monks and spread throughout the day… and night. Surprisingly, the monks’ vow of silence did 
not disallow them from using their voices in prayer, and pray they did! 
I take a seat at the end of a pew close to the exit. The monks, whose pews are positioned 
on the other side of a railing that acts as a barrier between us, slowly file into the Abbey and 
slide into place. Just as I, each of them have made their way into the Abbey by way of the outer 
darkness.  
My pew remains empty, save for me. Even here in this holy place—among other men of 
the cloth—I am painfully and desperately alone. The only thing that prevents me from another 
spiral into self-pity is the sound of a bell that tolls from somewhere other. The 2:00 A.M. service 
of prayer—which I learn is called Vigils—begins.  
Each pew seat has its own songbook, which upon further inspection is simply a Book of 
Psalms. Their songbook is Psalms, how interesting. Next to the songbook is a heavily worn piece 
of paper that lists the song roster for each service of the week. It is obvious that the monks are 
chanting from somewhere in the songbook, but the words of their chant do not match the psalm 
list sitting at my station. I am immediately and hopelessly lost, and all of this is making me feel 
more alone and out of place than when I arrived… a feeling I wouldn’t have thought possible. 
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My mind wanders. I stare for a time at the towering cathedral ceiling, the concrete 
buttresses that hold it in place, and the slender panes of stained glass encased within the wall of 
boulders that surround the space. I am struck by the soaring peace of this place.  
If God is to meet me anywhere, surely it will be here. 
My eyes eventually fall on an out-of-the-way board that is apparently used to list last 
minute changes to the service’s typical psalter schedule. It proclaims that the usual psalms for 
this particular service have been replaced with 141 and 142: 
I have called to you, Lord; hasten to help me! 
 Hear my voice when I cry to you. 
Let my prayer arise to you like incense, 
 The raising of my hands like an evening oblation… 
 
With all my voice I cry to the Lord, 
 With all my voice I entreat the Lord. 
I pour out my trouble before him;… 
 While my spirit faints within me. 
 
I cry to you, O Lord? 
 I have said: ‘You are my refuge, all I have in the land of the living.’ 
Listen, then, to my cry, for I am in the depths of distress… 
 
Bring my soul out of this prison, 
I sat in stunned silence. God?!?! The words of the replacement psalm have hit a line drive into 
the very heart of my soul, laying it bare. I look around, half-expecting to see a camera.  
Am I being Punk’d?  
Someone once said that coincidences are nothing more than circumstances in which God 
desires to remain anonymous. These psalms were no coincidence, of that I was certain. God was 
very clearly up to something, I just didn’t know what it was yet.  
I gathered my emotions and tried as I may to plug back into the prayer service. One of the 
monks was now making his way to a lectern. Opening the Bible, he began to read the night’s 
chosen text: 
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The Word of the Lord, from the Second Letter to Timothy… 
My mind spun; my heart sung. The monk could not possibly have known that this particular 
letter from the Apostle Paul—written to a young pastor like me—had long been my favorite. He 
could not have known that, but there was One who did. During this, my first service of prayer at 
the Abbey, I was hearing the clear and unmistakable voice of God, a voice which I had neither 
heard nor felt in a very, very long time. 
…Chapter Four: 
 
I have fought the good fight, 
I have finished the course, 
I have kept the faith. 
And to come, there is a crown of righteousness waiting on me, which the Lord himself 
will give me on that day. 
In that sweet hour of melodic prayer, the soft voice of God swept away the encroaching 
doubt and brought reassuring confidence that the Lord had neither forgotten me nor left me in 
my pain.  
As I made my way out of the service, once again entering the outer darkness and silence, 
the door of the Abbey seemed a bit less imposing than it had when I first arrived.  
Had it changed, or had I?  
Pondering the question, I realized that the massive door to the Abbey did indeed have a 
handle! It was well worn—and more than a bit hidden—but a handle nonetheless.  
How had I missed it? Was it intentionally hidden?  
The cross which I had shuffled past just an hour before was now framed on all sides by a 
dazzling curtain of lights set like twinkling stars behind it. Though it was not stars beyond the 
cross but the light from thousands of homes stretching for miles up the York Valley and into the 
Adirondack’s beyond. They served as a reminder to me that, though my time of prayer had ended 
for now, somewhere beyond the cross there were others, that very hour, who were continuing to 
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pray… for me, for their children and churches, and for all of creation to come back to the cross 
of Christ. 
Prayer in the Early Church 
The Early Church knew a thing or two about darkness. Imagine the feeling of loneliness 
that must have set in to the Church after Jesus’ surprise ascension and the subsequent passing of 
the last of the Apostles.  
What now?  
As if all that weren’t enough, the religious establishment within Jerusalem was turning up 
the heat on the Christian sect, and the secular ruling elite in Rome were joining them in an 
attempt to fully eradicate followers of The Way. There were ongoing rumors of intensifying 
persecution and imprisonments. Soon, Christians would be burned at the stake and fed to lions as 
sport. If the fledgling faith of Jesus, Peter, and Paul were to have any hope of survival, these 
early Christians needed a miracle. 
Tough times call for intense prayer. As such, the Early Church spent a great deal of time 
focusing on prayer. For them, prayer wasn’t just a quick mealtime blessing or bedtime appetizer. 
Prayer became an important and necessary component of their daily rhythms.  
But lets not get too ahead of ourselves.  
It should come as no surprise that the earliest followers of Christ found prayer to be one 
of the most important and life-giving spiritual practices to which to devote themselves. Their 
founder, Jesus, famously spent a great deal of time and energy in prayer. And lest we lull 
ourselves into thinking that Jesus’ prayers were always perfect pictures of hope and ease, they 
were not. We must resist believing that Jesus’ prayers were all fluffy, colorful, and unattainable 
in tone and nature. 
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For example, pay close attention to Jesus’ words in Matthew 26, the night that he was 
facing arrest and trial. In the passage he openly admits that his “soul is very sorrowful, even to 
death.” So what does he do? He asks a few of his closest friends to, “watch with me… and pray” 
(vv. 38-41).  
This is just one example of an important fact that we need to remember: Jesus prayed 
pain-filled prayers! Think about that for a moment; let it sink in. Jesus prayed prayers that were 
just as tough and painful as yours. And if you look closely you will find that these prayers prayed 
in times of turmoil weren’t the only times that Jesus prayed. There may be something for all of 
us to learn there about the importance of praying good times and in hard times… and all times in 
between. In fact, if you look really close you will see that Jesus didn’t simply pray a lot, Jesus 
prayed according to a schedule!  
Many Jews of Jesus’ day—especially teaching Rabbis such as Jesus—followed some 
pattern of regular prayer. These 1st century practitioners of patterned prayer found their 
inspiration in a number of excellent examples from the Old Testament. One of the best was 
Daniel, the guy who got himself thrown into a den of lions by offering illegal prayers to God in 
front of an open window. The Book of Daniel points out that our brave hero “got down on his 
knees three times a day and prayed and gave thanks before his God, as he had done 
previously” (6:10). It seems that dear Daniel practiced a pattern of regulated times of prayer that 
remained consistent no matter his circumstances. He was in good company, too! 
The great Psalmist did the same, it would seem. Listen closely to the lyrics of this 
particular song: “Evening and morning and at noon I utter my complaint and moan, and he 
hears my voice” (55:17). Though it is safe to assume that the Psalmist’s prayers consisted of 
more than just moaning and groaning, it is good to know that the content of our prayers, be they 
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praise or protest, receive equal audience with God. A quick flip through the Book of Psalms will 
confirm that the Psalmist moaned, groaned, and prayed to God regularly. Many of the songs of 
Psalm mention morning prayers—such as Psalm 5:3, 55:17, 59:16, 88:13, and 92:2—and many 
others mention evening prayers—such as Psalm 17:1-3, 42:8, 63:5-6, 119:55, and 141:2. The 
songwriter of Psalm 65:8 even goes as far as to suggest that the morning and evening hours of 
prayer provide special access to God: “You make the gateways of the morning and the evening 
shout for joy.” 
The Apostles must have been familiar with the ancient practice of fixed hours of prayer 
because they provide some of the clearest examples of the practice. For instance, the Book of 
Acts notes that Peter and John went “up to the temple at the hour of prayer, the ninth hour” 
(3:1). Later in Acts, Peter has a life-changing experience when he interrupts a journey at “about 
the sixth hour to pray.” (10:3). Even incarceration could not keep these giants of the faith from 
prayer: “About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the 
prisoners were listening to them” (16:25). 
David and Daniel, Jesus and John, Peter and Paul, all seem to maintain fixed patterns of 
prayer in the daily practice of their faith. It wasn’t something unusual, but rather commonplace. 
Perhaps that is why it was said of the Early Church that they “devoted” themselves to prayer 
(Acts 1:14; 2:42; 6:4). Jesus had devoted himself to prayer and so did they. For them, prayer was 
one of the best—and dare I say easiest—ways to follow in the footsteps of the Master.  
Few today find prayer easy.  
Prayer seems more like a chore, even a bore. If we pray at all, it is likely a quick word 
offered over a quick meal or a rushed plea in a time of need. There rarely seems to be any time 
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for regular prayer. Our busy lives crowd out the Creator and, like so many, we soon forget what 
the voice of God sounds like.  
Lest we fall into the trap of thinking that the mothers and fathers of the Early Church 
were Super Christians, we should remember that the earliest followers of Jesus faced many of the 
same difficulties that we face today: busy lives, tough economic climates, and a great deal of 
cultural and social oppression. When it came to prayer, Early Christians avoided trying to find 
time and instead made time. 
The Early Church took its cue from ancient Judaism and avoided the willy-nilly approach 
to prayer that is so prevalent today. Early Christians instead chose to maintain regular times 
during which to pray. These times fell on the Jewish third, sixth, and ninth hours. A quick glance 
through the New Testament will find these hours often mentioned for all manner of reasons. In 
addition to being traditional hours of prayer, the third hour (9:00 A.M.) coincided with the 
opening of the temple and the first sacrifice of the day, the sixth hour (Noon) was the main meal 
of the day, and the ninth hour (3:00 P.M.) coincided with the evening sacrifice and the close of 
the temple. It was customary to offer a blessing at each of these day’s events and it seems that 
many people within the Early Church prayed at these hours, no matter where they were or what 
they were doing. One of the earliest documents that we have from the time period indicates that 
Early Church often used these three ongoing times of prayer to pray the Lord’s Prayer (Didache, 
8.3).  
Nearly every pastor, priest, and bishop in the Early Church wrote on the subject of prayer 
and strongly advocated for regular daily patterns of prayer. Clement of Alexandria (c. 150 – c. 
215 A.D.), for example, mentions fixed hour prayer on the third, sixth, and ninth hours, but he 
encouraged his congregation to pray even more that just those three fixed hours (Clement, 
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Stromata,  7.7,12). Origen of Alexandria (c. 185 – c. 254 A.D.) suggested that prayer “ought not 
to be performed less than three times each day… and not even the time of night shall pass 
without such prayer, for David says, ‘At midnight I rose to give thanks to you because of your 
righteous judgments’” (Clement, De Oratione, 12.2). It seems Origen wanted his congregation to 
pray four times a day. If you want to go deeper into a study of Early Church prayer, look into the 
writings of Clement and Origen of Alexandria, Tertullian, Hippolytus, and Ignatius of Antioch. 
No matter who you read, it is clear that by the end of the 2nd century much of the church 
in the West was praying according to regulated patterns of prayer: Morning, Third, Sixth, and 
Ninth hours, Evening, and Night. The Third, Sixth, and Ninth hour prayers were continuations of 
the traditional Jewish hours of prayer followed by Jesus and the Apostles. The Morning and 
Evening hours were connected to the sunrise and sunset, which were connected to the writings of 
David and were the most practiced of all the fixed-hour prayers (due in large part to their 
occurrence outside of the typical working day). The practice of night prayer had a very end-times 
focus that was linked with the expectation of Jesus’ return (Bradshaw 1981, 50-58). Said 
Clement, “We must sleep in such a way that we might be easily awakened” (Clement, Paed, 
2.9). A mid-slumber waking for prayer was seen to help accomplish this. 
By the arrival of the Middle Ages, the Early Church had crafted a very precise pattern of 
prayer in which nearly everyone participated (see Table). These were based on the practices of 
the psalmist who wrote: “Seven times a day have I praised you,” and, “At midnight I arose to 
give you praise” (Ps. 119:164; 119:62a) for a total of eight periods of prayer each day. 
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St. Benedict’s eight offices 
Office Time 
Lauds Sunrise 
Prime About 6:00 a.m. 
Terce Mid-morning 
Sext Noon 
None Mid-afternoon 
Vespers Sunset 
Compline Before retiring to bed 
Vigils/Matins Middle of the night 
Adapted from: Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, The Rule of Saint Benedict (Brewster, MA: 
Paraclete Press, 2012), 39; and Kenneth V. Peterson, Prayer as Night Falls: Experiencing 
Compline (Brewster, MA: Paraclete Press, 2013), 18-9. 
 
By following of this schedule, the ancients believed that they came closest to fulfilling the 
Apostle Paul’s admonition to “pray without ceasing” (1 Thes. 5:17). One might wonder what 
they possibly had to pray about so much!  
Paul Bradshaw, expert in the spiritual practices of this era, notes that the prayers of the 
Early Church were mostly made up of pleas for the needs of the church and world rather than 
themselves. In short, early prayers were mostly outward focused. Bradshaw also notes, sadly, 
this is the very element of Early Church prayers that gradually declines to the point of near 
extinction (Bradshaw 1981, 151). The further that the Church got from the time of Christ, the 
more their prayers became self-focused.  
May the example of the Early Church’s prayers be a reminder that no matter how 
overwhelming one’s present darkness may seem, every Christian should strive to practice regular 
times of prayer that pry open the door to Heaven. Just as important, may these prayers never fail 
to forget the needs of the “other” through the powerful presence of the cross of Christ.  
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Prayer within the Modern Family 
When Jesus was sweating through some of his most difficult prayers just before facing 
the cross, his closest friends were sleeping. They should have been praying; as you will recall, 
Jesus had asked them to pray, not sleep. After reprimanding them, he grumbles under his 
breathe—or, at least that is how I imagine it—“The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak” 
(26:41). In this vulnerable moment, Jesus perfectly captures the motto of nearly every parent… 
ever. 
Parents often recognize the importance of prayer but become weak at the thought of 
doing something about it. There doesn’t seem to be the time to make prayer a priority. Fitting 
prayer in before meals and bedtime is challenging enough! The thought of corralling the kids for 
something more regular in the way of prayer sounds about as much fun as a daily dentist 
appointment. Perhaps we have misunderstood the true power of prayer. 
Raising humans is not for the faint of heart. While under the care of feeding of parents, 
every child walks through multiple developmental stages that have far-reaching effects on their 
future. One of the most important stages, usually coming during the early teenage years, is 
focused on the creation of their self-identity. Like a compass, children point themselves in a 
direction by seeking answers to questions such as Who am I? and Why am I here? How they 
answer those questions determines the path they will take, and the path they take has enormous 
impact on their future. 
The inherent danger of this stage is that weak-spirited parenting could result in a 
malformed identity within children, a problem with potentially lifelong consequences. 
Developmental Psychologists tell us that a malformed identity occurs when a child’s search for 
self-identity results in an unhealthy imbalance of self-focus, or narcissism. Researcher Jean 
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Twenge argues that part of the overall failure—be it parents, church, or culture—is that many 
children have been raised in such a way that they are unable to connect with anything other than 
themselves. In her book, The Narcissism Epidemic, Twenge says that self-esteem among 
Emerging Adults in America is at an all-time high with no signs of diminishing. She points out 
that “American culture encourages self-admiration, believing that it will improve people’s lives” 
(Twenge and Campbell 2009, 13). This cultural message finds itself at odds with the message of 
Jesus, who encourages his followers to deny themselves in favor of the other, not the least of 
which is God himself. 
Prayer acts as an antidote to identity problems!  
Think about it for a moment. Prayer is an active opportunity to deflect a child’s self-focus 
in order to teach them the importance of others and their needs. When the focus of prayer, like 
the example of the Early Church, is redirected away from requests for one’s self and towards the 
needs of the other, a child is afforded the opportunity to see that the Who am I? and Why am I 
here? questions in life can only be correctly answered in the context of a Christ-centered 
community. This brings balance not only to their prayers but also their lives.  
For this reason, if for no other, prayer is a critically important asset to the healthy 
development of children.  
The Power of Fixed-Hour Prayer for Parents 
The Early Church considered prayer such an important piece of their lives that they took 
to calling their regimen of prayer the “Divine Office” and the “Liturgy of the Hours.” “Office” is 
a Latin word that means task/duty; “liturgy” is a Greek work that means the same. The Early 
Church clearly saw their regular hours of prayer as a duty, a voluntary (though necessary) act of 
worship to be accomplished each day.  
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Americans have a hard time wrapping their mind and heart around duty-oriented 
practices. We aren’t big fans of doing something because we have to do it; we prefer to do 
something because we want to do it. We are explorers and pioneers. Our nation was built upon 
resistance to the tyranny of overbearing rule. Americans are hard-wired to resist any practice that 
is duty-oriented, including prayer. In that way, the American DNA mirrors and reinforces the 
self-focus that is common within the childhood and adolescent years. Perhaps the imposition of a 
little daily duty within our lives is a positive addition. 
And yet, parents may find it difficult to convince themselves—let alone their children—
how important it is to practice a pattern of daily prayer among all of the other tasks of the day. 
Take a moment to assess your family’s current prayer practices. Do they meet or exceed the 
Psalmist’s pattern of eight times per day? If so, your family is in the minority. Most families pray 
once or twice a day (over a meal and at bedtime) if at all. Whatever your practice, it is important 
to strengthen your prayer routine for the good of your family. Seeing prayer as a duty may be 
more helpful than hurtful. Children tend to be creatures of habit and will appreciate the routine. 
It won’t be easy for the average parent to make prayer a priority, especially when 
extending prayer beyond meals and bedtime. So perhaps it is important to start small. Resist the 
urge to move from a routine of bedtime-only prayer to an eight-times-a-day routine. Start by 
selecting one additional time of prayer a day (or even, one additional time of prayer a week) as a 
starting point. When you stop and think about it, you will discover there are many natural times 
for prayer throughout the day. If you shuttle your children to school every day, then maybe your 
new time of prayer is in the car on the way to school. Another creative opportunity for prayer 
may be at the end of the family meal before cleaning up the dishes. A special time of prayer 
109 
 
might be added sometime on Sunday or as a special kickoff to the week on Monday morning. It 
doesn’t matter when one starts as much as it matters that one starts. 
I recently had the opportunity to attend an all-student assembly at my children’s 
elementary school. I was impressed when, at the end of the assembly, the Principal closed with a 
moment of silence. While some students likely used the short period of silence for a quiet prayer, 
it is also likely that many did not. I wondered how many students understood that this moment of 
silence could be used for prayer. This experience has me reflecting on the importance of 
vocalized prayers. 
While many parents feel uncomfortable praying aloud with their spouse or children, it is 
important that children hear their parents verbalize prayers, and more important, verbalize 
prayers on their behalf. Children and teenagers should be encouraged to pray aloud during 
family prayer times as well. Don’t give up, even if it is awkward at first. When adolescents are 
afforded the opportunity to express their prayers aloud as part of the family, it reinforces their 
connectedness to others and they are able to immediately understand the importance of prayer as 
a benefit to not only themselves but to the entire community. In turn, as children hear their 
parents verbalize prayers on behalf of the child and the needs of others, children will become 
more open to expressing prayers on behalf of “the other” themselves.  
The Liturgy of the Hours is a tool of spiritual formation that when actively implemented 
in families (even in simple ways) will help young people embody a lifestyle that prays without 
ceasing. Adolescence is a time where the growth of desire for the freedom of adulthood is mixed 
with a latent childhood desire for security and stability. A fixed regimen of regular prayer affords 
young people the opportunity to maintain a measure of stability in their spiritual life. The 
designation of specific times of familial prayers that are additional to and separated from 
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mealtime blessings are critically important, especially during the adolescent years. If these times 
are shared together by the entire family, all the better.  
When these times of family prayer are offered according to a patterned schedule that 
matches St. Benedict’s Offices, the adolescent is able to feel connected to those others across the 
world who also pray according to the liturgy of the hours. This further reinforces the 
“connective” component of maintaining an EPIC home. When families pray in this way, they 
become an integral part of a world that is truly praying without ceasing.  
Epilogue: Back at the Abbey 
Over the course of my time at the Abbey, I spent a great deal of time contemplating and 
experiencing “rhythms.” Like clockwork, the monks and I gathered five times a day for prayer. 
Until my time at the Abbey, I had been of the opinion that prayer was best practiced in an off-
the-cuff kind of way. The best prayers were spontaneous (and preferably short when before a 
meal) in my opinion. My whole life up until this point had been one long experiment in unforced 
rhythms of prayer. I had always imagined the use of unforced spontaneous prayers to be a gift of 
freedom from boring, ritualized prayer.  
To an American, freedom is a deeply sacred value. It is hard-wired into us; it’s in our 
blood. And in our uniquely Americanized version of Christianity, freedom has found its way into 
the very heart of our spiritual practices as the highest value. “Freedom, in Christ!” we shout… 
but mostly, just “Freedom!” Americans are taken with conversations about the “freedom of the 
Spirit,” the “freedom of the will,” salvation as a “free gift of faith,” and so on. To the average 
American Christian, faith practices that are founded in duty feel ungodly. 
I, for one, am no longer so sure. 
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You see, we do live by forced rhythms in this American life. We must. If we want to stay 
on the ball-team, keep a steady job, or pass our class, we must maintain forced rhythms or 
practice, attendance, and study. The forced rhythms of life are all too often allowed to infringe 
on our faith’s unforced rhythms. When we try to live an unforced rhythm of faith within a world 
that otherwise requires forced rhythms, the ballgame takes priority over the church service, the 
work schedule pushes off the small group, and study for the degree replaces devotional time. In 
short, we do live by forced rhythms. The problem is simply that our spiritual rhythms are the 
ones that are getting forced out of the picture. 
This isn’t freedom of faith; it is spiritual anarchy. 
It was at the Abbey that I first realized the power and importance of following forced 
rhythms of faith. While that may not mean times of regular worship and prayer at precisely 2:30 
A.M., 6:00 A.M., 12:00 P.M., 3:00 P.M. and 7:00 P.M. everyday, what if it does? Is a forced 
rhythm of grace any less holy or more hectic than an unforced rhythm of filled with chaos?  
To that question, dare I say: May the force be with you! 
QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
1. What song, sacred or secular, bests describes your prayer life? 
a. Rate your current prayer life from 1-5 (with 5 being nearly perfect). 
b. What might you do to raise your score by one number? 
2. What do you think about the ancient church’s perspective on “prayer without ceasing?” 
3. How does prayer assist in answering questions like, “Who am I?” and “Why am I here?”? 
a. What other important questions does prayer help us to answer? 
4. Share a time in you or your family’s history where a went prayer was answered? How does 
recalling the story (and sharing it) make you feel? 
5. Can you think of a time in you or your family’s history where a prayer wasn’t answered? If 
so, how does the story make you feel? 
6. How self-focused are your children? What about you? 
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7. Which of the eight ancient offices of prayer (Lauds, Prime, Terce, Sext, None, Vespers, 
Compline, and Vigils) would you say best reflect your own typical prayer schedule?  
a. Which office do you find most productive for personal prayer?  
b. Which office do you find least productive? 
c. Is there an office that sounds intriguing to try? 
d. If you had to select one office to attempt as a family, which would it be? 
e. If your children were to select an office to pray individually, which might they select? 
8. How do you believe that your children would respond to the idea of family prayer? 
9. Have you ever kept a prayer journal? If so, what were the results? 
10. If you could only pray one prayer for your children, what would it be? 
11. Have you ever prayed allowed for your children in their presence? How did it make you feel? 
How did it make your children feel? 
12. What one thing could you change in your family today to altar its course by 2˚? 
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CHAPTER 9: 
Santa Claus And Other V.I.P.s 
 
 
I despaired at the thought that my life might slip by  
without seeing God show himself mightily on our behalf. 
—Jim Cymbala 
 
 
One cannot sneeze in the Abbey without having to say “Excuse me” to a painting of 
some saint or a statue of the Virgin Mary. Being surrounded by so many icons has helped me to 
realize that I have an awkward and uneasy relationship with the saints—the historic church kind, 
not the football kind… well, maybe those as well. 
I attribute this, in large part, to my Post-Reformation Protestant upbringing. Just like 
every child eventually reaches a point where they leave belief in Santa Claus behind, Protestants 
left behind belief in the saints somewhere around the age of 1500. Every time I apologize to a 
saint hanging in the Abbey, I imagine that my grandfather is somewhere in Indiana rolling over 
in his grave. 
Though my grandfather loathed the idea of saints, he loved the idea of Santa Claus. A bit 
like Ebenezer Scrooge after his redemption, my grandfather was famous for knowing how to 
keep Christmas well, if any man alive possessed the knowledge. Grandpa loved the sights, 
sounds, smells, foods, and especially the gifts of Christmas. My picture archive contains pictures 
from many Christmas mornings spent with my grandfather and the entire cadre of crazy extended 
family. In every Christmas morning picture of my grandfather over the years, there am I right 
beside. We were inseparable in life and photo. Every picture shows us wearing huge smiles … 
and flannel.  
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As close as my grandfather and I were, I don’t think that he would understand my time at 
the Abbey or my need to explore ancient rhythms for faith. I am also certain that he would not 
understand my desire to better understand the group of people that the church has historically 
called “the Saints.” That said, I am also pretty sure that my grandfather never noticed the 
hypocrisy within his love for Santa Claus and loathing of the saints. 
Santa Claus and Other Notable North American Non-Sequiturs 
There is a very real person behind the legend of Santa Claus, and his name is Nicholas of 
Myra. Born in the 3rd century, Nicholas’ story is filled with ups and downs. While he had the 
good fortune of being born into a very wealthy family who were followers of Jesus, he had the 
bad fortune of losing those parents in an epidemic when he was still very young. As often 
happens though, children who are guided well by their parents at a young age tend to continue on 
those paths later in life. Nicholas’ story confirms the wise words of Proverbs: “Train children in 
the right way, and when old, they will not stray” (22:6). 
Nicholas grew up holding strong to his faith and loosely to his purse strings. Did men in 
those days even carry purses? No matter, he didn’t need one. Nicholas gave all of his wealth 
away! The poor, sick, and needy became the recipients of his financial fortune while Nicholas 
devoted himself even more fully to the faith of his father and mother. It wasn’t long before 
Nicholas was named as the Bishop of Myra, a prestigious position that leveraged to further serve 
others. Church history nerds will be fascinated to know that he was even a delegate to the famous 
Council of Nicaea in 325 A.D., one of the most important meetings to have ever taken place in 
the church. I will give you bonus points if you knew that about Bishop Nicholas going to 
fisticuffs during a heated argument over the true nature of Jesus. During the debate, Nicholas 
became heated over the heresy he was hearing and, as the story goes, either slapped or punched 
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the offender… forever giving new meaning to the phrase, He's making a list and checking it 
twice, he's going to find out who's naughty or nice! 
Though the centuries after Nicolas’ death have added a number of stories and legends to 
the man who would become known as Saint Nicholas, they never quite upstage the amazing true 
story of the man who would eventually become known as Santa Claus. Flying-reindeer-with-
nasal-abnormalities aside, Nicholas continues to inspire children and children-at-heart around the 
world to be a little less selfish and a lot more generous to those in need. Each year on December 
25th the world celebrates the legacy of a man who is not a myth but a legendary pastor worth 
remembering. While the world remembers Saint-Nicholas-the-Legend on December 25, many 
churches around the world celebrate Saint-Nicholas-the-Bishop on the anniversary of his death, 
December 6. In Europe, for example, most of the December gift-giving happens around the 6th 
of the month. This allows the December 25th celebrations to maintain their focus on the 
celebration of the birth of Christ. 
If you stop and think about it, Nicholas is not the only “safe saint” celebrated by the 
Protestant church. Saint Patrick’s Day also celebrates a saint of the church, a 5th century 
Christian missionary and bishop known for being the “Apostle of Ireland.” Patrick’s story is 
riveting, and it deserves far more time spent in the retelling than in the drinking every 17th of 
March. There is also Valentine, a saint of the church who has his day every 14th of February. 
Though the story of how his name became associated with love is quite complicated, the truth of 
his life of faith and death as a martyr is decidedly uncomplicated. In 269 CE, Valentine was 
sentenced to a three-part execution of a beating, stoning, and decapitation.  
When we celebrate Santa Claus, St. Patrick’s Day, and Valentine’s Day we are 
participating in a longstanding tradition of remembering saints of the church; we are often 
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unaware of it due to the more irreligious aspects of the celebrations. It is an odd thing that many 
upstanding Christians, like my grandfather, resist considering the value of the saints of the 
church but don’t mind celebrations of Santa Claus, shamrocks, and cupid. 
Saints and the Early Church 
There are very few topics, ancient or modern, which have drawn as much question and 
criticism as that of the saints. Even the Early Church had some difficulty understanding the need 
for a group of elite-Christians like the saints. It seems that from the church’s earliest beginnings 
the topic saints caused sharp disagreements between many bishops and their congregations. It 
would later divide the Protestant Reformers from the Roman Catholic Church, and it continues to 
be divisive within many segments of the Church. If the topic weren’t already complicated 
enough, the various ways in which the Church has used the word “saint” over the years makes it 
all the more confusing.  
The first saints of the church were all of its members, not just a select group. Notice how 
the Apostle Paul begins his letter to the church in Rome: “To all God’s beloved in Rome, who 
are called to be saints…” (Rom. 1:7). When Paul later writes to the church in Corinth, he 
addresses it “to those who are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints…” (1 Cor. 1:2).  
But even in those early days when the New Testament was still taking shape, there seems 
to be a special group of individuals—in additions to elders and deacons—who were set apart and 
referred to as saints. In the Book of Acts, Luke writes about a time when there was a need for 
“calling the saints and widows” in order to witness the raising of Tabitha from the dead (9:41).  
After the passing of the last of the Apostles, the idea of a separate and set apart group of 
Christ-followers known as the saints continues to grow in popularity among the early believers. 
To understand the draw for the early believers, we have to understand the Greco-Roman world in 
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which they lived. Both Greek and Roman cultures had a longstanding tradition of celebrating the 
passing of loved ones on the anniversary of their death, usually with a special meal at the site of 
their burial. These annual gatherings of family and friends of the deceased served to both honor 
the departed and keep their memory alive. Many Christ-followers would have participated in 
these family funerary meals before coming to Christ; many would have seen no conflict between 
their new faith and the memorializing of departed family members.  
This brings up an important question: What do we do reconcile our faith with cultural 
practices? These early Christians had to decide whether to: (1) altogether avoid participation in 
secular practices as a matter of conscience and a statement of faith, (2) continue their 
participation in secular cultural practices without much care as to how it affected their faith, or 
(3) re-imagine their secular cultural practices to fit their unique and newfound identity as 
Christians.  
While many modern Christians tend to feel most comfortable choosing between Options 
#1 (teetotalism toward secular practices) or #2 (ignoring the disconnect between faith and 
practice), the Early Church most often chose Option #3. Early believers regularly sought creative 
ways to unite faith and culture, choosing instead to transform long-standing secularized practices 
into new, fresh Christ-centered ones. These new Christ-centered takes on old secular practices 
infused life and energy into the church, and in the long run, the co-opting of cultural practices 
often overtook the secular practice altogether. This was precisely what happened with the secular 
practice of funerary meals at the tombs of departed family and friends. 
Take for example the situation surrounding the death of Polycarp, a bishop of the church, 
in 155 A.D. Polycarp was something of a celebrity in the Early Church. He had been a disciple 
of the Apostle John—yes, that John—and was ordained as the Bishop of Smyrna by that John. 
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When the early persecution of Christians began to intensify, it seemed wise to target key figures 
like Polycarp. Because Polycarp refused to burn incense to the Emperor of Rome, he was burned 
alive at the stake and then stabbed to death when the fire would not kill him. An written account 
from the period picks up the story from there: 
And so we afterwards took up his bones which are more valuable than precious stones 
and finer than refined gold, and laid them in a suitable place; where the Lord will permit 
us to gather ourselves together, as we are able, in gladness and joy, and to celebrate the 
birthday of his martyrdom for the commemoration of those that have already fought in 
the contest, and for the training and preparation of those that shall do so hereafter (The 
Martyrdom of Polycarp, 18.2-3). 
Polycarp’s example in death became as important as his example in life, perhaps more so.  
The Early Church thought of Polycarp and other martyrs’ deaths as being the perfect 
opportunity to celebrate the hero’s birth into the presence of God. As such, the Christian 
community began celebrating the “birthdays” (on the death date) of martyrs like Polycarp. 
Christians under intense persecution looked to these martyrs for strength, courage, and as 
examples of faith under fire. As the list of martyrs grew, the Early Church began to think of them 
as saints—a group of believers that were set apart and deserving of consideration as an example 
worthy to be followed—and remembrance meals began to take their place on local church 
calendars.  
Fifteen hundred years later and—depending on how one defines the term “saint”—there 
are a lot of them. The Roman Catholic Church officially lists more than 10,000 saints. That 
means that there are also somewhere in the neighborhood of 10,000 stories, doctrines, and 
disagreements surrounding the saints and their usefulness. Paul Bradshaw cautions that, despite 
the current disagreement with the Church over the doctrine of saints,  
What was going on [in the Early Church] was not the worship of the saints themselves. 
Early Christian theologians were insistent that true worship belonged to God alone, but 
the saints were to be honored as faithful disciples of Christ. Moreover, just as Christians 
might ask especially holy people to pray to God on their behalf during their lifetime, so 
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they continued to ask the saints to intercede for them after death, when those men and 
women were thought to be in the immediate presence of God and so in a position to be 
effective advocates for the living (Bradshaw 2010, 101). 
It may come as a surprise to many Protestants, but Bradshaw is not alone in his understanding of 
the saints. The origin and ongoing place of the saints within Christendom has often been 
misunderstood. It may surprise you to know that both Protestants and Catholics continue to find 
common ground on the topic as exemplified by The Common Catechism’s statement of faith 
(prepared with the agreement of representatives from both faith traditions): 
The main intention of the veneration of the saints is to glorify God’s grace in real men 
and women as they exist in historical time. Veneration of the saints is not adoration of the 
saints, but celebration of them as witnesses to the triumphant grace of God and as models 
for the Christian life (Feiner and Vischer 1975, 632). 
This simple perspective provides some welcome balance—not to mention a bit of much needed 
common ground—concerning the idea of saints. The Common Catechism allows us to see how 
our church ancestors used the idea of saints as worthy examples of the faith for young followers 
of Christ. 
The Importance of Examples 
Every parent is aware of the importance of role models, but finding good role models for 
our children is often easier said than done. Out of all of the stages of childhood, though, the 
adolescent stage benefits the most from the example of positive role models. David Hamburg, 
former chair of psychiatry at Stanford University School of Medicine, notes that one of the 
fundamental requirements for healthy adolescent development is the achievement of a “reliable 
basis for making informed choices” (Hamburg 2014, 141). In other words, teenagers need a clear 
benchmark by which to measure themselves. Without such a benchmark, adolescents are in 
danger of entering adulthood malformed.  
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When parents are faced with the challenge of finding a reliable basis for informed 
teenage decision-making, they often turn to the Bible, assuming that there is no better benchmark 
for life than the Good Book itself. And while the Bible is an unparalleled resource for helping 
humanity know God, the problem with utilizing the Bible as the primary role-model and 
decision-maker in the life of a teenager is that it simply wasn’t designed for that purpose. To 
encourage adolescents to take every question and concern to the pages of the Bible may 
ultimately prove counter-productive. Every choice in life cannot be clearly arbitrated by 
scripture. Phyllis Tickle refers to this overreliance on scripture by exclusion of other input as the 
creation of a Paper Pope (Tickle 2012, 46-47).  
Think about it this way, Jesus did not say to his disciples: All authority on earth is given 
to the books (the Bible) that you are about to write. No, Jesus said, “All authority in heaven and 
on earth has been given to me” (Matt. 28:18). Jesus’ statement implies that we should be looking 
to him when need a reliable basis of decision-making. The Bible does help us know Jesus better, 
but it is not the only way that one comes to know and understand Jesus. For example, I give you 
Exhibit A: the Apostle Paul. 
In 1 Corinthians, Paul famously encourages those who are spiritually weak to look to his 
own example, saying, “Imitate me as I imitate Christ” (4:16; 11:1). Paul says, in effect, “I am 
going to be following Jesus, so you may follow me.” In so doing, Paul gives parents the perfect 
model by which to help spiritually weak teenagers grow in their faith. Paul encourages others to 
find and follow real-world examples of Christ-likeness. 
Real-world role models who exhibit dynamic faith in Christ are dramatically important 
for faith formation, especially during the adolescent years. Richard VandDeWeghe says that this 
lets young people know that 
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they are not alone in the world, that their hearts are connected with something or 
someone beyond themselves. This sense of unity works against the feelings of separation 
so prevalent in the world and against the sense of loneliness many [young people] feel—
in spite of cell phones and instant messaging. Unity creates hope as learners see that their 
lives have greater value because they are connected to something beyond themselves 
(VanDeWeghe 2009, 37). 
When adolescents feel spiritually connected to Christ through others, they are able to see more 
than just an example of vibrant faith in action, they are given the capacity to imagine a future 
where they too have become a person of vibrant faith worthy of being imitated.  
Modern Family Saints 
The greatest difficulty in trying to connect the stories of ancient saints with the lives of 
modern young people is the obvious disconnect that comes from the 1500 or so intervening years 
between the two. It’s hard to blame a kid for having trouble relating to the stories of Patrick or 
Polycarp. Ancient saints no longer seem relevant, and relevance is an important currency in the 
world of the modern teenager.  
For that reason, parents should consider the value in selecting more modern models of 
faith. Parents should also strongly consider looking beyond any official list of saints and instead 
identify examples a bit closer to home, literally. Most families have a great example of faith and 
devotion within their family, friends, or church sphere. Whenever a young person knows—or 
better yet, is related to—an epic example of devotion to Christ, it makes vibrant faith an 
attainable reality in a way that a two-dimensional Bible (or even ancient saint) cannot.  
Consider for a moment the potential impact of developing a list of your family’s own 
saints of the faith, comprised of relatives and friends both past and present. Consider the 
additional impact of allowing older children and adolescents to be involved in the selection 
process. Though my family never had its own list of saints, we had them nonetheless. My 
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grandfather, for example, continues to guide my ever-growing extended family toward Christ 
even though he passed away many years ago.  
In the years after my grandfather’s death, objects that were meaningful to him have 
become prized family possessions. A pocket knife, winter gloves, flannel shirt, and his Bible are 
reminders of his life and faith. My children were never old enough to know my grandfather (or 
his rock-solid faith) well, but sometimes I will pull out something of his that I now own and 
share the story of his life with my children. These simple material objects don’t just hold 
sentimental value, they have the power to tangibly connect my kids with a family saint who, 
though passed, remains a strong role model for their lives… if I will continue to tell and retell his 
story. 
Parents would do well to tell the stories of these newfound family saints with regularity. 
Each telling is an opportunity to help children see the work of Christ in the story of everyday 
lives, and it is a vital opening for parents to point children toward the far greater story of Christ. 
While the stories of family saints should be reliable and truthful (as children often have a finely 
tuned ability to sniff out falsehoods), they must also resist becoming whitewashed versions of 
history that amount to little more than historic fiction. Family stories filled with half-truths 
become no better a teacher than the overly embellished stories of saints told throughout the 
Middle Ages and even today. These stories of new family saints should include all of the warts, 
missteps, and mistakes of the person or risk being rejected. None of our lives have been perfect 
examples of faith and devotion, and young people need to understand how the mistakes of the 
past can be redeemed by Christ for his and our good. 
What might it look like for parents and children to work together to create their own 
unique Family Hall of Fame? Each newly inducted member’s name could be added to the new 
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family calendar, perhaps on the date of their birth, death, or other meaningful moment in time 
such as a salvation or baptism. On that day, the family would annually join together to participate 
in the act of remembering the person and, more importantly, recalling and retelling their journey 
of faith. The celebration might include serving the family saint’s favorite meal, reading from 
their favorite book of the Bible, volunteering in a favorite ministry or mission, or giving to their 
favorite charity. 
Studies indicate that between the ages of fifteen and nineteen years old, young people are 
trying to decide if the faith of their parents works for them. Adolescents arrive at this age with 
nagging questions, deep doubts, and stong concerns about the presence and power of God 
(Keeley and Keeley 2014, 177). During these most critical years, nothing speaks louder or more 
powerfully than the faith of our fathers, mothers, extended family, and friends. By sharing these 
stories, parents enable their children to see reflections of themselves in others and, in turn, young 
people perceive who they might one day become if they continue to walk with Christ. We might, 
on this point, find ourselves in complete agreement with the Trappist monk Thomas Merton who 
said: For me to be a saint is to be myself (Merton 1972, 31). 
Epilogue: The Sounds of Silence 
The sound of chanting monks bounces its way around the Abbey. The reverberation 
would be most pleasant were it not for the one or two who are a bit off key. A few tonally-
challenged monks, though, are not enough to distract someone who, like me, has been sitting in 
congregational singing environments since diapers.  
My grandfather had a love for singing… loudly. Sadly, he neither possessed the ability to 
sing on key nor the lovely voice by which to do it. Yet, what grandpa lacked in tonality he more 
than made up for in volume. Each and every Sunday my grandpa and grandma could be found in 
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their regular seats five rows in front of my own, and each and every Sunday I could count 
hearing my grandfather’s bellowing just above the choir and just below the melody. My point is 
not so much that my grandfather couldn’t sing, but that he proved it every single time the church 
held a service of worship. Even when he should not have been in attendance for reasons of 
weather or health, he was there. He was always there. 
My grandfather’s love for Christmas was exceeded only by his love for Christ. He was 
more than just the patriarch of our family of misfits; he was a spiritual lighthouse, brightly 
showing the way home for any family member who had become lost on the rough seas of life. 
My grandfather was the type of Christian that everyone in the church loved, respected, and 
looked to as a great example of faith in action. I can remember staring at his head of brilliant 
white hair during many boring sermons and hoping that I would someday have his hair and his 
faith. Having long lost my hair, I still hold out hope for at least one of the two! 
With grandpa on my mind, I look around the Abbey and see many monks whom I 
imagine are wonderful examples of faith in action. I assume that each of these monks have their 
own riveting stories of faith, but their faith seems as inaccessible to me as that of the saints of 
old. These monks are people that I have come to respect, but not people that I know. Their stories 
are powerful, but none could ever be as powerful to me as the story of a faithful grandfather 
whose DNA I am blessed to carry.  
Additionally, there are many other individuals throughout my story who have lived lives 
of deep faith, experienced the miraculous moving of God on their behalf, and whose stories are 
well known to me. They, like my grandfather, lived lives of amazing faith, experienced 
miraculous moments, and maintained tremendous character. These family saints include my 
wife’s father, an old professor, a longtime pastor, and a small handful of others. To my children, 
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the faith of their great-grandfathers will be as distant as that of Patrick and Polycarp unless I 
share the stories with them.  
One of my grandfather’s favorite hymns—judging by how loudly he sang it—was the 
first hymn in the hymnal, “Come Thou Fount of Every Blessing.” There is a line in the second 
verse of the hymn that my grandfather always seemed to sing with a special level of gusto. It 
says: Here I raise my Ebenezer; Hither by Thy help I'm come. As a young boy, I used to imagine 
the song leader lifting Scrooge off the ground in response to the words of the song. I had 
absolutely no idea what it meant. I now understand that the hymn writer was coopting an Old 
Testament image. In 1 Samuel, the prophet “took a stone and set it up… and named it Ebenezer; 
for he said, ‘Thus far the Lord has helped us’” (7:12). “Ebenezer” is an old Hebrew word that 
means “stone of help.” In the passage, Samuel lifts up a stone as a symbol of God’s help, a 
memorial.  
And it was if, in that moment of discovery, all of the pieces fell into place. My 
grandfather belted that line because he was remembering all of the times where God had helped 
him. Each opportunity to sing the line was a reminder to him of God’s presence along the ups 
and downs of life. I was blessed to know about many of those moments because I knew my 
grandfather well… and because he wasn’t stingy with his God-stories. 
Sitting there in the Abbey, I realized that I have not been as giving to my children. Do 
they know my stories? Do they know my grandfather’s stories? Do I tell them of my family’s 
ebenezers? For me, my grandfather himself is an ebenezer, a person in my faith journey that is a 
symbol of God’s presence, goodness, and grace. 
That is a story worth telling! 
126 
 
QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
1. How do you feel about the idea of “saints” after reading this chapter? 
a. Is there a word that you like better than “saints”? 
2. Are you aware that there are martyrs in the church yet today, everyday?  
a. Does that affect your view of saints in any way? 
3. Do you believe that there are “special groups” of Christians? Why or why not? 
a. What biblical support might you find for your viewpoint? 
4. Did you know the story of Saint Nicholas? Do your children? 
a. How would your family respond to changing the celebration of Christmas and its 
traditions to include a December 6 celebration? 
b. Would your children’s response be different than your own? 
5. If you could select one person, living or dead, from your family to be a recognized saint 
within your local church, who would it be and why? 
6. If you could choose one person, living or dead, from your family or circle of friends to be a 
lifelong example for your children, who would it be and why?  
7. Reflect on, and then share, some you or your family’s ebenezers. 
8. What one thing could you change in your family today to altar its course by 2˚? 
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CHAPTER 10: 
Table Talk 
 
 
After a good dinner one can forgive anybody, even one’s own relatives. 
—Oscar Wilde 
 
 
The monks at the Abbey of the Genesee make bread; that is what they do. (Actually, I 
saw one mowing the lawn a bit earlier; I guess that they do that as well.) The point of this 
particular order of monks, the Cistercian Order of the Strict Observance—or Trappists, for 
short—is to be contemplatives. In short, they are be-ers rather than do-ers. But even monks must 
make a living, so these monks both be and do. And their doing is baking bread.  
White. Wheat. Rye. Multigrain. Sunflower. Raisin Cinnamon. Gingerbread. Maple 
Cinnamon. Apple Spice. 
It is good bread, very good bread.  
There are three meals a day in the Abbey Retreat House, and each are prepared by the 
House Mother, who also happens to be the house cook. The dining room—or Refectory, as the 
monks call it—is the first thing you see as you enter the house. It is positioned at the end of a 
long hallway just opposite the front door. The Refectory lights are always on and its doors are 
always open. There may be a metaphor there somewhere. 
The Refectory, though small, still somehow manages to comfortably hold three rows of 
long wooden tables. The two outside tables are surrounded on all sides by wooden chairs, where 
those on retreat sit shoulder-to-shoulder in the sharing of a common meal. The center table is the 
serving station, and today it is bursting at the seams with bowls, baskets, casserole dishes, … and 
an assortment of monk bread. I am immediately struck by the realization that I have seen this 
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table before. It is the very same one that my grandmother used to fill with her own dazzling array 
of food.  
My grandparents had a big family, raising seven children in a very small house. By the 
time I came along, the family had long outgrown the dining table. Like the table in the Refectory, 
my grandparent’s table was now used more for serving and less for seating. Grandma never 
seemed to mind the extreme disparity between the size of the family and the size of the table. I 
believe that she secretly enjoyed having more serving space anyway. For grandma, an empty 
table was a challenge waiting to be conquered …waiting to be filled. In her mind, more space 
simply meant more room for food. 
No one ever left my grandmother’s house hungry. Sons, daughters, salesmen, and 
strangers always found a listening ear and a seat at the table day or night. Like clockwork, fifteen 
minutes after arrival, every visitor would find themselves with fork in hand staring at a full plate 
of food. Grandma’s table always seemed to be filled with food… and people. As I got older, I 
realized that many people seemed to prefer doing their business in person around the table rather 
than by phone. People would often intentionally visit because of the food. I noticed it because I 
did the same thing! There was no reason too small to make a trip to Grandma’s table.  
Things were different in my house. As the family grew we seemed to spend less and less 
time around the table together. Our family meals had been all but decimated by ballgames, work 
schedules, and church events. The final nail in the coffin of family mealtime came in the form of 
a large box my father brought home one summer afternoon. Dad said that it would save us time 
and money, and I had not seen him quite so excited in a very long time. With great fanfare he 
revealed the boxes contents, a microwave oven. The first microwaves were huge, and this one 
was no different. It was an enormous beast of a device, and it quickly ate our family meals.  
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In the years after the arrival of the microwave oven, our family seemed to find more 
excuses to be at grandma’s near dinnertime. We joined the parade of others who hoped to 
experience the wonder and beauty of a fully-functioning table. My grandmother did eventually 
buy a microwave. Actually, some well-meaning but shortsighted person bought it for her. They 
thought that it would change her life. We were all lucky that it did not. Except for the occasional 
cup of cold coffee, grandma’s microwave sat unused. Her table, on the other hand, was never 
idle. 
There was a time when I believed that it was the amazing made-from-scratch food that 
brought so many wanderers to my grandmother’s table, but now I am not so sure. My 
grandparents had the good fortune of growing up in one of America’s poorest counties. There in 
the Appalachian foothills they learned that some of life’s most important moments aren’t bought 
but served across a table with family and friends. As such, their family life was built together 
around the table, and they invited others to join them. While the food was good, the meal was 
just an entrée to the true main course: my grandparents. Family, friend, salesman, and stranger 
returned to the table time and again to experience the warm fellowship of these two simple 
saints. 
Each day at the Abbey I must pass by a baptismal font in order to enter the sanctuary. It 
stands as a silent sentry to worship, reminding all who come that entry is gained only by way of 
baptism. Is there any better metaphor for the Christian life? Our baptism into Christ allows us 
full access into the life of the Church.  
Much like the monastery, my grandmother’s house taught an important lesson through 
layout. It is the only house I have ever seen where the front door opens into the kitchen. What 
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some might see as a design flaw seemed to me to be quite fitting. Everyone came by way of the 
table.  
While eating in silence at the Refectory over the smell of freshly baked monk’s bread, I 
finally understand what my grandmother has long known: The table is the heart of the home.  
Breaking Bread 
In the ancient Near East, bread was the preeminent symbol of hospitality. To withhold 
bread from guests or travelers was not just considered inhospitable, it was downright rude and 
offensive. One of the most overlooked themes in the biblical text is the ongoing importance of 
breaking and sharing bread; its sweet smell wafts throughout the pages of Scripture: 
Ø Abraham made bread for the three heavenly guests who traveled to bring news of a 
baby of hope. 
Ø Bread, in the form of manna, sustained the Hebrews for forty years of wilderness 
wandering. 
Ø Ravens brought bread to the prophet Elijah in the darkest moments of his depression 
and fear. 
Ø Jesus was born in Bethlehem, “The House of Bread.” 
Ø Jesus miraculously multiplied bread… twice. 
Ø Jesus often broke bread with outcasts, tax collectors, and other notorious sinners. 
Ø Bread was the key symbol in the Last Supper and became a critical component in the 
ongoing remembrance and enactment of his death. 
Bread has always given humanity the clearest picture of Jesus: his hospitality, his 
provision, his healing, his divinity, his love, his redemption, and his incarnation. If Jesus had a 
vocation other than carpenter (or Savior of the world), I think that it would likely be Master 
Bread-maker.  It should come as little surprise that the Early Church saw bread as essential to 
their faith. 
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The Meals of the Early Church 
In the first days after the ascension of Christ and the fall of the Holy Spirit, there were 
more questions than answers about the future of the ragtag group of Christ-followers. The one 
thing that did not seem to be in question during the early days of the church was how to spend 
their time. Acts 2 points out that they devoted themselves to only four things: the Apostles’ 
teaching, prayer, fellowship, and the “breaking of bread” (v.42).  Lest we get the wrong idea, 
these were not extra-curricular activities squeezed into the family’s free time on Sunday 
afternoons or Thursday nights; these four pursuits encompassed the entirety of their worship. 
They pursued prayer, fellowship, the Apostles’ teaching, and the breaking of bread. 
Many modern ears might assume that the reference to breaking of bread is a creative way 
of saying communion. That assumption would be both right and wrong. While the action of 
breaking bread does mean that they celebrated and remembered the work of Christ as a part of 
every gathering, it primarily indicates that they shared a meal. “Breaking bread” was shorthand 
for “sharing a meal.” The earliest worship services took place over a meal. For the Early Church 
there was little if any difference between a food-meal and the communion-meal. They were one 
and the same! Worship time was mealtime. 
The best New Testament example of the worship/meal practice is seen when the Apostle 
Paul pens a letter to the church meeting in the town in Corinth and addresses their less-than-
Christlike mealtime habits. These church meal events were not just an opportunity for potluck 
fellowship after a worship gathering; the meal was their regular worship gathering. No pulpits. 
No pews. No passing of communion trays filled with shot glasses of grape juice. The Early 
Church called these meal-meetings “Agape Feasts” or “Love Feasts.”  
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Love Feasts were not a brief blip in the long span of church history, either. Love Feasts 
continued to be the primary expression of Christian worship for many generations, perhaps  
several centuries. This helps to explain why Paul was so concerned about meal practices within 
the Early Church. To leave someone out of the meal (as Corinth was doing) effectively shut them 
out of the life of the faith community itself. These mealtime disagreements were the church’s 
first worship wars. 
Jesus got into a few squabbles over meals himself. The Gospels indicate that he was 
always under the microscope over how he ate, what he ate, and with whom he ate it. It seems that 
he was always upsetting someone or another by eating the wrong things, in the wrong way, with 
the wrong people. To understand why, one needs to know that in the 1st century meals 
mattered… a lot. Eating was a very intimate act; one’s dinner company spoke volumes about 
social status and acceptance.  
In Jesus’ day, it was only acceptable to sup with those who were of equal social status 
and belief systems. Kings did not share table fellowship with commoners; religious leaders did 
not share table fellowship with sinners. This begins to explain the ongoing outrage over who 
Jesus had over for dinner, and outraged they were! In one particularly revealing moment, the 
religious leaders turn to the Jesus’ disciples in exasperation and thinly-veiled disgust, saying, 
”Why does your teacher eat with such scum?!” (Mat. 9:11, NLT). 
Jesus regularly broke with social conventions surrounding mealtime, sharing table 
fellowship with those that the world considered to be underserving scum. His mealtime practices 
actions were considered unbecoming of a rabbi, especially one of his status. Jesus’ table manners 
(or lack thereof) were downright offensive to nearly everyone’s sensibilities, and his actions 
enraged the religious elitist of the day. His actions made their blood boil and became one the 
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cornerstones of their hatred for him. Robert Karris dramatically notes, “Jesus was killed because 
of the way he ate” (Karris 1985, 70). Shocking perhaps… but mostly true. 
The Early Church practice of communal meals for worship—where everyone was equal 
at the table—was merely a continuation of the shocking precedent set by Jesus himself. At the 
table, social strata were erased and all who ate became the living embodiment of the oneness of 
Christ. Therefore, it should come as no surprise why the Early Church chose to worship around a 
table. Listen to this firsthand description of a worship meal just after the time of Christ: 
We do not recline until we have first tasted of prayer to God; as much is eaten as to 
satisfy the hungry; only as much is drunk as is proper to the chaste. They are satisfied as 
those who remember that they have to praise God even in the night; they talk as those 
who know that the Lord is listening. After water for washing the hands, and lights, each 
is invited to sing publicly to God as able from Holy Scripture or from their own ability; 
thus how each has drunk is put to the test. Similarly prayer closes the feast (Tertullian, 
Apologies, 39.17-18). 
Observant readers will have already noticed how closely their mealtime worship 
gatherings mirror the worship services of today. At the table, these early Christians prayed, sang, 
and sometimes sat late into the night. It all certainly sounds like a typical church potluck—minus 
the drinking, of course. Nothing about these Love Feasts sounds very subversive at all, but they 
were. With each meal, the Christians chipped away at the stratification of society. Here is a 
group of people who do not otherwise belong together, sharing table fellowship, and avoiding the  
pouring libations to the Emperor, choosing instead to pour them in honor of the crucified victim 
of the Emperor’s rule (McGowan 2014, 22). It was all very countercultural.  
These were not the only opportunities for church-wide meals either. As discussed in the 
last chapter, early Christians also regularly gathered at the tombs of local martyrs for funerary 
meals. These annual celebrations of remembrance offered the opportunity to participate in a 
family meal, share stories, worship together, and look forward to the great Wedding Banquet of 
the Lamb where the Christian community would be reunited with Jesus and the growing list of 
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martyrs. These meals with the martyrs were so popular that they were soon added to local church 
calendars as Feast Days, taking their position alongside more the universal feasts celebrating 
Advent, Easter, Epiphany, and Pentecost. It might be said that the Early Church formed a culture 
of feasting.  
The table was central to the Early Church, but so was knowing when to avoid it. The 
revelry and celebration that came as part of the communal meals and feast days were balanced by 
regular days and seasons of fasting. Though it is difficult to imagine, fasting was just as popular 
a practice as feasting. The Early Church had a passion for fastin’… sorry, couldn’t resist. 
The Early Church’s most famous season of fasting is still practiced by many in the 
church today: Lent. This ancient journey of self-deprivation was an opportunity for the entire 
community of Christ-followers to come together and join new converts in their ritual fast before 
baptism on Easter (see Chapter 12 for more). And lest we believe that early Christians only 
fasted from chocolate or carbonation for forty days a year, they also commonly fasted twice a 
week, year-round, every Wednesday and Friday, as a reminder of Jesus’ own sacrifice.  
Though the Church’s commitment to fasting has continued throughout the centuries and 
remains a key spiritual practice—albeit in a greatly diminished way as compared its ancient 
past—the primary place of feasting was relatively short-lived. The Early Church abandoned the 
meal as the centerpiece of communal worship, relegating the “breaking of bread” to a short, 
programmed segment within a larger service filled with other items. Though feast days continued 
to be celebrated by the church, the feasting fell away.  
The church pushed back from the table. 
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The Sordid State of Modern Mealtimes 
Today, family mealtime has all but disappeared. Much like the Early Church, parents find 
themselves forced to find creative ways to feed the family in the face of so many other 
commitments. There simply doesn’t seem to be enough time to accomplish everything. If 
families meet around the table at all these days, it is rare… and often just for homework. Leonard 
Sweet, long a champion for the societal, familial, and cultural importance of meals, writes: 
A neglect of the table in our churches is echoed in our families and our communities.… 
We are eating out more and more, eating in less and less. We eat one in every five meals 
in our car. One in four of us eat at least one fast-food meal every single day. US 
households spend roughly the same amount per week on fast food as groceries. Sixty 
years ago, the average dinnertime was ninety minutes; today it is less than twelve 
minutes. And that’s when we do eat dinner together, which is less and less frequently. 
The majority of US families report eating a single meal together less than five days a 
week. And even then our “dinners together” are mostly in front of the TV. No wonder the 
average parent spends only 38.5 minutes per week in meaningful conversation with their 
children. We are losing the table (Sweet 2014, 9-10). 
The family meal has become a casualty of our overly programmed and disconnected lives.  
The loss of quality time spent at the family table should be an enormous red flag for 
parents who care about their children’s future. Says Walton and Waters, “Our daily estrangement 
from one another is demonstrated by the degree to which the shared meal has suffered under a 
cultural assault of over commitment and time famine” (Walton and Walters 2011, 89). The less 
time that families spend together, the more they drift apart.  
The table isn’t just about food and fellowship, though, it’s about so much more. Leonard 
Sweet continues, 
At the table we don’t just feed people; we build relationships—stories and memories. We 
associate people with the stories we hear of them and the memories we have of them, 
especially sensory memories: the sounds, tastes, smells, textures, and pictures of them. 
These are the stuff of metaphors and narraphors (Sweet 2014, 7). 
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Sweet’s words help to shed light on the true purpose and power of the table: Meals are an 
opportunity to weave one’s own story into the fabric of a much greater one. At the table, our 
story becomes progressively intertwined with our family’s story, and ultimately the story of the 
family of God. Walton and Waters agree, saying “the shared meal as a practice among believers 
brings us together in ways that few other practices can” (Walton and Walters 2011, 101).  
Family meals produce powerful developmental outcomes as well, as Cody C. Delistraty 
found when he surveyed the latest scientific research: 
• The #1 factor for parents raising kids who are drug-free, healthy, intelligent, kind human 
beings? “Frequent family dinners.”  
• The #1 shaper of vocabulary in younger children, even more than any other family event, 
including play? “Frequent family dinners.” 
• The #1 predictor of future academic success for elementary-age children? “Frequent 
family dinners.” 
• One of the best safeguards against childhood obesity? “Frequent family dinners.” 
• The best prescription to prevent eating disorders among adolescent girls? “Frequent family 
dinners” that exude “positive atmosphere.” 
• The variable most associated with lower incidence of depressive and suicidal thoughts 
among eleven- to eighteen-year-olds? “Frequent family dinners.” (Sweet 2014, 12). 
If Delistraty is right, then parents would be unwise to prioritize any activity over frequent family 
dinners. Take a moment and use the margins of this page to make a quick list of the activities 
that get in the way of your family mealtimes. Now, compare your list with the bullet points 
above. Which outcomes are more important to you? 
Creating Meaning in Modern Family Meals 
The fastest way to the heart is through the stomach. Good things happen when parents 
prioritize the family mealtime. Of all the positive outcomes, though, perhaps the best is an ever 
deepening relationship between parents and children, i.e. relational intimacy. This kind of family 
intimacy, says Kerig in Adolescence and Beyond, is a requirement for healthy adolescent 
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development. Frequent family meals leads to deeper relational intimacy with a family; deeper 
relational intimacy leads to healthy teenage outcomes. The opposite is also true. 
Parents who are uninvolved in the lives of their children or who are relationally distant 
during the teenage years are putting their children’s outcomes at considerable risk. While 
conventional wisdom often encourages parents to give teenagers increasing levels of freedom as 
they grow toward young adulthood, many parents often make the mistake of becoming 
relationally distant as well. Good parents find creative ways to increase freedom without 
decreasing relational intimacy. Many well-intentioned parents become disconnected from their 
teenagers at the very moment when relational intimacy is most critical.  
A teenager’s ability to cope with the ups and downs of adolescence is greatly dependent 
upon their perceived level of family support, something that family meals encourage. During the 
tumultuous teenage years, family meal times become an anchor that helps to prevent adolescents 
from drifting. Family meals become a forum where teenagers are able to seek and receive 
support, approval, and validation. Increased time together also encourages young people to be 
more understanding of their parent’s opinions and values, not to mention more open to receiving 
them as their own. When young people spend more time with their parents, they become more 
empathetic toward them (Schulz and Kerig 2012, 306-7). In short, starting and maintaining 
frequent family dinners may be the single best opportunity that a parent has to affect the long-
term outcomes of their child. 
Imagine a home where the table is central. How would the house look? What would the 
family schedule be like? What would have to change? The beauty of the table is that it brings 
powerful change to families by participating in the most ancient of activities: Eating. That is why 
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the Early Church made the table central to worship, and that is why wise parents will strive to 
make the table central to their family.  
When the table is central to the family, it becomes central to the family’s faith as well. A 
fully functioning family table provides a natural location for spiritual conversations, prayer 
needs, and spiritual practices to be shared and lived out. Consider, for instance, the power of 
Chapter 9’s discussion of family saints. 
The table is the perfect place to reflect, remember, and celebrate the faith-filled lives of 
every family’s giants of the faith. The stories of these great spiritual examples may be told and 
retold at the table annually as part of a festive meal in their honor. The meal becomes even more 
meaningful when the food served at the table is a collection of the honoree’s favorite dishes. Add 
a dash of discussion of that person’s spiritual life and a pinch of praise for the ways in which the 
children have modeled the honoree’s strong faith and the parent ends up with an easy recipe for 
life change. Taste, touch, smell, and story will all work together to weave a deeper faith into each 
person present. In this way, the table becomes an EPIC means by which children experience the 
faith of those who’ve gone before them. Children are able to participate by telling their own 
stories and memories, eat image-rich edibles, and connect across time and space to family saints 
worthy of emulating. These annual family feasts will be both highly anticipated and long 
remembered. In his book on personality development and faith formation, Jonathan Kim says, 
A primary task during this stage is to establish a self-definition and form a philosophy of 
life. Adolescents learn to establish a coherent sense of self as they seek to define who 
they are and will be in relation to their desired ideological, moral, and sociocultural 
identities. This includes examining the self-concept infused by parents from the earlier 
stages of life and examining and experimenting with different self-concepts as they 
explore to add a proper definition to their existence (Kim 2010, 104). 
Young people need good examples in order to properly develop their own sense of identity.  
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Parents may also want to consider the benefit of including a few traditional feast days in 
their schedule of annual table celebrations. For example, a family celebration of the Feast of St. 
Nicholas on December 6th gives parents the opportunity to reframe “Santa Claus” within his 
historical and pastoral context, and move the celebration of Christmas away from it’s consumer-
centric tendencies on the 25th, thereby allowing Christmas Day to take on a more Christ-
centered focus. 
However a parent chooses to craft the family meal, it is important to not lose sight of the 
power of the table to affect positive change in young people physically, relationally, and 
spiritually. By ensuring that Jesus remains central at the table, wise parents ensure that he 
remains central within the family itself. And wherever Jesus is present, everything changes. 
Epilogue: Seeing Jesus in the Meal 
Though the Abbey and its worship space are only a short walk away, the Retreat House at 
which I am staying has its own chapel as well. It is the second door on the right just after the 
front door. Though it is small, the chapel is larger than you might expect for a house. It looks a 
great deal like a small country church or interfaith chapel awkwardly attached to a large house. 
Rows of pews stretch from the rear of the chapel to the front altar. The pews are beautiful, their 
wood a lightly stained oak and their padding—like the carpet—a deep shade of crimson. Neither 
the pews nor the carpet seem very worn, leading one to assume that the chapel sees little use. 
There is a cruciform on the wall behind the altar, and a rather large cruciform, at that. It dwarfs 
the space, making its presence known. There are several icons of the Virgin Mary scattered 
around the room as well.  
On second thought, this is a decidedly uninterfaith environment. During my initial tour, 
the house mother proudly noted that this chapel is open for use by people of all faith 
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communities. I nearly laugh out loud—which would be very against the rules of this silent 
retreat—as I imagine this very Catholic chapel being used by other faiths. It must be some sort of 
Catholic prank to watch Protestants, Muslims, and Hare Krishna’s try to use this space for 
anything other than Catholic mass. As such, I assumed that it sat empty all of the time. Non-
Catholics weren’t likely to use it, and Catholics had a glorious Abbey up the road that they could 
use instead. 
Imagine my surprise upon noticing a lady in the chapel the next morning. I guess I was 
wrong, I thought. There she sat, in the third pew next to the aisle, proving me wrong. Maybe I 
should give this little chapel a chance. 
I had been assigned with serving and cleaning up breakfast that morning—or penance, as 
I called it—so I didn’t give much thought to the lady. That is, until I noticed that she was still in 
the chapel mid-morning when I had finally completed my penance. I am relatively certain that 
she had not moved an inch since I had first seen her.  
Thinking little of it, I headed to the Abbey to pray, write, and worship. Imagine my 
surprise upon returning to the Retreat House for lunch and finding that she was still there, 
unmoved. What perseverance!, I thought. I have been known to sit for long periods of time as 
well, but not without a keyboard, remote, or phone in my hand. I was trying not to stare, but 
couldn’t help myself. What was her story?  
I noticed that she did indeed have something in her hand. She was holding a Bible—the 
old, thick type with crinkly pages and black thumb indexes to show where each individual book. 
It was worn, very worn, and she was holding it up in front of her face. She looked to be talking to 
it, or perhaps she was reading from it and praying. Whatever she was doing, she was doing it 
with great fervor. 
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She failed to join the house members for lunch, making at least two missed meals now. I 
was baffled and intrigued. With each passing service of prayer at the Abbey that day, my mind 
wondered to the little chapel at the Retreat House. Was she still there? Did she ever move? Every 
time I looked in on her, the answer was always: Yes, and apparently no. 
With each passing hour she seemed to become increasingly animated and—to my eye—
distraught. At some point during the passing hours she had dropped her Bible and began rocking 
back and forth, as if in prayer.  
She remained there, in that way, until I retired for the night.  
Each new day brought a 2:00 A.M. wake-up call for those wishing to join the monks for 
the day’s first hour of prayer, Vigils. I arose, as I had each morning, dressed, and headed into the 
night to make my way to the Abbey. The thick fog of the morning mirrored my own cloudy 
mind. I had forgotten the plight of the lady and my interest in it, until I was startled again by her 
presence as I passed the chapel. There she was, same spot, still rocking. Has she moved at all? 
Has she eaten?? Questions began to fill my groggy brain. Her perseverance not only amazed me, 
it also scared me. Was she okay? 
I wasn’t entirely sure that she was okay. I could see that she was now clinging to a rosary, 
praying one-by-one through the beads, rocking as she progressed, then beginning again. She now 
seemed to me to be very tormented. Her face seemed to be filled with pain and agony. I 
contemplated trying to find help, but who would I wake at this hour… and for what reason? She 
may be hurt, but she is hurting no one. I pulled myself away from the window to make the mid-
night journey to the Abbey.  
I wonder what darkness fills her soul? It must be very deep, I imagined. My mind quickly 
raced through the various possibilities. Was it a divorce that broke her soul? Had she lost 
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someone dear? Maybe there was some deep pain or trauma? An abortion or rape? Homicide? I 
was fairly certain of the presence of tears.  
I kept vigil in the Abbey; she kept vigil in the chapel.  
She sat there through the night, nervously thumbing the beaded cross within her hands 
and praying. By the second day I had come to think of that third pew as “her place.” I would 
have been surprised—if not more than a little disappointed—to have not found her in it.  
I was becoming tremendously worried about her, though. Had anyone checked in on her? 
Had anyone else even noticed her? Did she have a room at the Retreat House? I thought about 
taking her some food, but decided against it. It seemed to me that it was the job of the house 
mother to assist those who were either too deep in prayer to eat or who were homicidal murders 
on the lam, whichever she may be. I now found any excuse necessary to pass by the chapel; no 
reason was too small to look in the window for an update. I was, admittedly, more than a little 
obsessed.  
Little changed that day, until dinner. On my way to the Refectory for the evening meal I 
looked into the chapel as I had done countless times over the past two days. To my surprise, just 
as spontaneously as she had arrived, she was gone. I stretched to see if she had fallen, or worse, 
had died. I knew that I would not find her, though. Over the past day I had begun to wonder if 
she was a spirit. Puzzled, I made my way to the Refectory. 
Those who had gathered for dinner were already in silent prayer. Joining them, I found it 
difficult to focus on prayer as my mind wondered to the lady and her plight. I was happy to find 
a chair that was positioned in such a way as to look out the Refectory door and down the main 
hall of the Retreat House, a hall whose carpet was a bit more threadbare from my pacing to and 
from the chapel window over the last several days. I liked this dining seat in particular because it 
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had a perfect view of the front door at the end of the hall. The front door featured a unique 
window arrangement in the shape of a cross. At dinnertime, light spilled through the cross 
illuminating the hallway with the wonderful golden hues of sunset. If, like today, no one sat 
across from me, then I could spend the meal looking at the cross, thinking, and praying. I often 
found myself losing a half-hour or more staring into it the light of the cross, contemplating Christ 
and his cross. 
What the… ?! 
Imagine my surprise when—lost in deep contemplation of Christ and his suffering—
Jesus himself stepped out of the chapel door and in front of the cross! 
God!? 
My heart stalled. I nearly shouted (which would have been decidedly against house 
rules). For fear that you think my cry would have been one of great joy, I must tell you that sheer 
terror was all that I felt in that moment. In the blinding light of the cross I was unable to tell if 
this was an apparition or something else. Then, the figure began to make its way down the hall 
towards me.  
OMG, OMG, OMG!  
Were it not for the shock of the moment having arrested every muscle in my body, I 
would have jumped from the seat, overturned the table, and ran.  
I am glad that I did not, though, because it wasn’t Jesus… it was her. It was the woman. 
Except, it wasn’t a her at all. She was a man. The woman who had kept vigil for so very long had 
been a man.  
It took awhile for that fact to register. 
She was a he, and the he looked very much like Jesus to me.  
144 
 
He was tall, very tall, with a beard and beautiful hair that flowed down his back. I sat 
motionless as he fixed a small plate of rice and a piece of bread and then proceeded to take a 
seat… no lie… ACROSS THE TABLE FROM ME!  
I just stared at him. 
I couldn’t eat; I could barely breath. 
Jesus looked up a few times, smiled, and then went back to his plate. 
Not long after, without a word, he got up and left. 
Had he known what I was thinking? 
† 
I never saw him again, but I have reflected on that meal a great deal in the meantime. I 
wish that I would have had the presence of mind to reach out to him and ask him questions. 
There were some things that I desperately wanted to know. 
Was he really Jesus?  
I don’t think so, but I am reminded that a guy named Abraham also laughed at a man 
over a meal who turned out to be more than he had imagined (Gen. 18). 
This is what I do know. There was an important moment in Jesus’ ministry whenever the 
disciples came to him and asked, Who is greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven? To answer them, 
Jesus called a little child over and sat the child down in the middle of them (Mat. 18:1-2). Point 
made. 
As I sat and contemplated Jesus in the refectory, I realized that every time I share a meal 
with my children, I am dining with the most important people in God’s entire kingdom. My 
children outrank the Apostles and Prophets as the first in the Kingdom of God. And though I 
cannot have supper with Jesus everyday, I do have the privilege of partaking with those he has 
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sent in his place: the tiny ambassadors of the Kingdom of God who sit under my care and around 
my table. 
That is a great honor… and an even greater responsibility. 
QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
1. What is your favorite kind of bread? Why? 
2. Tell the story of one of your favorite meals. 
3. Tell the story of a difficult family meal. 
4. Discuss how the insight into Jesus’ meal habits made you feel. 
5. Reflect on, and then discuss, your current typical family meal habits. 
a. What is the most difficult part of family meals for you? 
b. What family meal tradition, if any, would you keep if all of the others had to go? 
c. How were the meal habits of your family different during childhood from those of 
your meals today? How were they similar? 
d. How might Jesus feel at your table? 
6. Do your children have any favorite meals or meal habits? What are they and why? 
7. In Chapter 9 we discussed the idea of  “family saints.” Spend some time creating an 
imaginary meal of remembrance in honor of one person’s life.  
8. What are the foods that would be served?  
9. What are the stories that would be told?  
10. What are the songs that would be played?  
11. What smells would be present? 
12. What are the objects that would be displayed?  
13. Who would be invited to join the family around the table for the meal? 
14. What one thing could you change in your family today to altar its course by 2˚? 
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CHAPTER 13: 
Sacred Tracks 
 
 
Not all those who wander are lost. 
—J.R.R. Tolkien 
 
 
It is 2:00 A.M. and my alarm is again playing a pleasant sound at this most unpleasant 
hour. Though my simple room and the world beyond it are quite dark, my heart is finally filled 
with a bit of light and hope. Perhaps this journey to the Abbey was worth my time after all. 
My ears register a familiar sound from beyond the warmth and safety of my window. 
Rain. Its very presence threatens to wash away the meager light that has taken hold within my 
heart. 
Pants? … check …  
Boots? … check …  
Umbrella? … check …  
Headlamp? … check …  
I enter the night. 
It isn’t until the Retreat House is long behind me that I realize the torch to which I have 
entrusted my journey is woefully inadequate for the job. It struggles to pierce the darkness, 
waging a war that the night seems intent on winning. 
The path, if one can call it that, is a mown walkway of grass through the fields between 
the Retreat House and the Abbey. It meanders along the countryside, making its way over two 
creeks and a few aging wooden bridges, before eventually wandering through a beautiful pine 
grove. The path then breaks into an enormous clearing at the foot of the cross that stands sentry 
at the entrance to the Abbey. 
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My little headlamp notwithstanding, the path is difficult to traverse at night. The fog of 
my breath, the glare of the lamp, and the misty rain all conspire against me. Despite the 
difficulty, I find my heart strangely more in tune with words of prayer than nighttime navigation. 
These prayers from within the throes of darkness wander along to my wife and children. I pray 
that they are warm and asleep, resting in the sweet calm of Christ (unlike myself at this present 
hour). I find an odd sense of comfort and peace in the opportunity to pray for them as I wage war 
against the darkness, praying for them at a time when they cannot pray for themselves. This spirit 
of prayer on the journey helps my soul to hold on to a bit of the light it has found this week. Try 
as it may, I will not let the darkness destroy my flicker of hope. 
Fully alone—and now in the middle of nowhere—I have left the warm light of the 
Retreat House behind but am not yet able to see the light of the Abbey ahead. It is here, in this 
place of  total solitude, that my eyes capture a flicker of something in the darkness beyond.  
I am not alone. 
My mind quickly registers not one, but two faint pin-pricks of light. I immediately know 
what they are. They are eyes, but I have no idea to who—or worse, what—they belong. 
Adrenaline courses through my body. Words cannot completely paint a picture of the emotions 
one feels in such a moment, a moment when one finds themselves utterly alone, in the woods at 
two in the morning in the middle of nowhere, without a phone, and with nothing more than a 
crummy headlamp to help guide or defend themself. 
Friend or foe?  
Fight or flight? 
I realize that while there are many animals that prefer darkness to light, there are 
relatively few that I would mind meeting under such circumstances. Just as I am about to turn 
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and run, the animal comes into focus, moving from the shadow lands of fear into the faltering 
light of my mind and heart. 
It is a deer!  
Motionless it stands atop the crest of a hill at the edge of the pine grove. It is looking 
directly at me. Yet, not just at me but into me. I feel quite certain that the deer is staring directly 
and deeply into my soul. 
I pause, unable to move. 
I am prisoner to this otherworldly stare. 
My soul begins to unravel at its seams, unwinding years of hidden heartache and sorrow 
as it spins out. The rain was no match for my tears. My emotions spilled out like a rushing 
torrent. Memories of the past, pain from the present, and fears about the future ripped their way 
out of the deep recesses of my soul and spilled themselves all over my face. A verse from Psalm 
immediately forced itself to mind: 
As the deer pants for water, 
so my soul longs for you, God. (42:1)  
Here was God saying it to me once again: I am here; I see you.  
It was there, on the journey from the Retreat House—which is aptly named Bethlehem—
to the Abbey, that I finally found certainty that God was holding more than the world in his 
hands… he was holding me. 
As I crest the hill that breaks into the clearing at the foot of the cross just before the 
Abbey, it all finally begins to make sense. The house mother at Bethlehem had said that the 
journey from the Retreat House to the Abbey is about .6 miles. Why would she give such a 
precise number as an answer, I wondered. Why not simply say a half-mile? Now I get it.  
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The journey from Bethlehem House to the Abbey cross is a walk of about .6 miles; the 
journey from Bethlehem city to the Jerusalem cross is a walk of about 6 miles. And to me, in this 
moment, the Abbey and its cross feel very much like Jerusalem and its cross: the center of my 
hope and site of my redemption. 
With the Abbey now clearly in view, I realize that somewhere between Bethlehem and 
Jerusalem the rain has stopped. I sit my headlamp and umbrella aside. I no longer need them to 
protect me from the night or any surprises it might contain.  
I am home. 
The Ancient Way of the Wanderer  
Like many ancient expressions, pilgrimage is built by way of butting two different words 
against one another and allowing them to together create a new path forward. From the Latin 
word pergrinus, pilgrimage is built by uniting per (meaning ‘through’) and ager (meaning ‘field’ 
or ‘land’). The word clearly suggests a journey through something. Sometimes well-meaning 
travelers—such as dad’s determined to get their families to a destination come hail or high 
water—become too overly-focused on the destination. The concept of pilgrimage, on the other 
hand, asks travelers to consider the value of the getting-there itself.  
Humans have been making pilgrimage journeys for as long as anyone can remember. 
Some of history’s most influential literature is focused on the act of pilgrimage. Take for 
example Homer’s Odyssey, Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress, Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, and 
Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn.  As one might imagine, not all pilgrimages are done as an act 
of devotion, but the most important ones surely are.  
The Bible itself includes a number of pilgrimages in action. Take Abram, for example. In 
Genesis, “the Lord said to Abram, ‘Go…’” (12:1a), so Abram packs his belongings, gathers his 
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family, and sets out. Oddly enough, God doesn’t tell Abram where he is going before he sets out. 
God simply says, “…the land that I will show you” (12:1b). Stop and consider that for a moment. 
God initiates the action of Abram’s journey without so much as an answer as to where. It would 
seem that, sometimes, the destination isn’t all that important. 
Just one book later, an entire nation makes a pilgrimage of biblical proportions when the 
descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob make an exodus from Egypt. Led by a cloud and 
tailed by the armies of Egypt, the Israelites become pilgrims in a harsh and strange land. Though 
their minds are set on reaching a promised land, God knows that their heart needs a lengthy 
journey through a desert in order to be ready. It was on the journey, before reaching the 
destination, that they relearn what it means to be people of God.  
Perhaps the most poignant of biblical pilgrimages, though, is recorded in the opening 
pages of the New Testament. There, the Apostle Matthew records how four-hundred years of 
God’s silence were miraculously broken by the birth of a king. It is interesting that Matthew 
decides to avoid the riveting parts of the story that tell of a manger and shepherds, choosing to 
instead focus on the harrowing tale of a collection of magi who make a cross-continent 
pilgrimage to honor the Christ child.  
Ever since these brave star-gazers brought their gifts, pilgrims have been wandering 
across land and sea with their souls set on heaven and their hearts longing for Jesus in the 
journey. 
Pilgrimage in the Early Church 
The earliest Christians rarely practiced pilgrimage. For one, there was little need. They 
lived in and around the primary sites related to the birth of Christianity. But as Christianity began 
to spread, so did widespread persecution. Early Christians were greatly oppressed, and traveling 
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Christians were easy targets. If the Early Church traveled for religious reasons at all, it would 
have most often been only to visit the tomb of a local martyr on the anniversary of their birth into 
Heaven. It wasn’t until Emperors Constantine and Licinius famously passed the Edict of Milan 
in 313 A.D. that extensive anti-Christian policies were abolished and people of faith were freed 
to move about the kingdom as they wished. 
Though centuries of oppression had limited religious travel among Christians, the stories 
of heroism among the martyrs of the faith had spread like wildfire. Now that Christians could 
freely travel, they were intent on visiting the cities and tombs of the courageous martyrs whose 
stories had been a source of strength and hope. For many families, these trips to the tombs of the 
martyrs became annual pilgrimages. They hoped to never forget the heavy price paid during the 
years of terrible Roman persecution. 
Pilgrimage as a common act of devotion waxed and waned over the centuries that 
followed. During the Middle Ages, pilgrimage as an act of devotion experienced something of a 
golden age. Many people traveled far and wide to visit the tombs of saints, see and touch relics, 
and receive indulgences. The spiritual practice which had once been focused on connecting with 
the intangible became about receiving something tangible. Pilgrimage had lost its way. 
One of the primary concerns of the Reformation was the growing abuse of pilgrimage. 
This helps to explain why the Reformers of the 1500s brought the practice of pilgrimage to the 
very brink of extinction. The Reformers’ rebuke of pilgrimage so effective that it nearly 
completely suppressed the practice among Protestants until the modern era. 
The Place of Pilgrimage Today 
In the years since the Reformation, ancient pilgrimage paths have seen a slow but steady 
increase in the number of pilgrims. Recent years have also seen the addition of many new 
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pilgrim paths. Many modern Christian find great spiritual value in the simple act of going for a 
walk. As the world grows more progressively connected, people are increasingly disconnecting 
by finding and walking ancient pilgrim paths. While the act of pilgrimage is experiencing a 
renaissance of sorts, there are many who still see such religious travel as highly suspect. 
In his book, The Way of the Lord: Christian Pilgrimage Today, N.T. Wright confesses his 
own longstanding avoidance of pilgrimage as a worthy spiritual practice. He blames his 
resistance on his thoroughly Protestant upbringing. Reflecting on his childhood, Wright says, 
“There was a strong sense, indeed, that place and buildings could actually get in the way [of 
God’s presence and power]” (Wright 1999, 2).  
Wright has long since changed his mind, and perhaps, so should we. 
The Reformers concern with pilgrimage was not so much the practice of pilgrimage as it 
was the objects of devotion for the pilgrims themselves. By the end of the Middle Ages, most 
pilgrims traveled for highly self-centered and spiritually dubious reasons. Saints, relics, 
churches, tombs, and other “holy” places had themselves become objects of devotion. It was, in a 
manner of speaking, worshipping the created rather than the Creator.  
The misguided pilgrims of old are a caution to those who would count themselves 
pilgrims today. Saints, relics, churches, tombs, and other “holy” places should not replace Christ 
as the sole object of one’s love and devotion. Neither should these things replace God himself as 
the source of all gifts. Unlike the pilgrims of the Middle Age, the ancient advocates of 
pilgrimage were well aware that one did not need to go to Jerusalem, the Holy Land, or any other 
specific place to experience the presence of God. God comes to his people himself. God with us. 
This is the point of Christ as well as his sending of the Holy Spirit.  
No one need become a pilgrim to experience the presence of God. 
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That said, we cannot discount the overwhelming number of examples from the Old 
Testament, New Testament, and Early Church who did make journeys to holy places out of a 
desire to better experience the presence and power of God. These ancient pilgrims learned what 
many other spiritual travelers throughout the ages have also discovered: Leaving one’s present 
location for a spiritual journey (a pilgrimage) creates unique opportunities for God to break 
through the mundane rhythms of everyday life that regularly burden and distract.  
The familiar often obscures the eternal, and a pilgrimage forces a person to leave the 
familiar, opening themself to the eternal and transcendent. By setting one’s feet toward God, a 
person also sets his mind and heart more fully toward God. In short, pilgrimage doesn’t bring 
God closer to the pilgrim but brings the heart of the pilgrim closer to God. 
With this in mind, it is not so much the destination that matters as much as one’s 
willingness to leave behind something lesser in order to themself toward something greater. 
There can be great value in making an intentional journey, wherever it may be, if spiritual 
growth as the desired outcome.  
And yet, the destination one chooses is of some importance. Without the motivation of 
somewhere to go, it is unlikely that many well-intentioned pilgrims would ever begin a journey 
at all! On that point, agreement can be found with the ancients: True pilgrimage is not just travel 
to a place, but rather, travel to a place of profound significance.  
Pilgrimage is a journey to a holy place, “a location where the membrane between this 
world and a reality beyond is especially thin, where a transcendent reality impinges on the 
immanent (Robinson 1997, 2). It may not necessarily be that the pilgrim’s destination is itself 
imbued with a thin membrane where the temporal and transcendent unite, but that it is a location 
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where the membrane between the person’s own heart and the heart of God is especially thin. By 
that definition, any location of personal meaning will do as a pilgrimage destination. 
The best pilgrimages are to places of great personal significance. 
Pilgrimage and the Modern Family 
Many modern movies and books tout the value of the “road trip.” It is almost a right of 
passage for teenagers. Fun as a cross-country road trip may be, there is little about a road trip that 
resembles ancient pilgrimage paths. Families spend a great deal of time traveling—as do many 
teenagers—but this cannot be considered the same as a true spiritual pilgrimage. Bert Roebben 
puts this into clearer perspective: 
You can travel like a tourist: consuming, greedy and always demanding. You can also 
travel like a pilgrim: contemplative, open to surprises and taking time to digest the 
experience quietly.  
 
In post-modern culture, traveling is often thought of and perceived as a tourist event: you 
“book” a trip (and not a journey), “do” some sightseeing, “arrange” insurance, etc… The 
true challenge of traveling, however, is to be open and receptive to what you encounter 
on the way and what rearranges your course of life.  
 
True travellers notice differences and become conscious of significant things that were 
missing in their frame of reference and of which they were previously not aware…  
 
Traveling like a pilgrim supposes the willingness and the skills to change one’s 
perspective on the road (Roebben 2009, 19). 
This may be why adolescents love to travel and why time on the road resonates so deeply with 
teenagers. At this age, young people long for a broader perspective on life and hope to connect 
with something more meaningful than the mundane. They want to be a part of something that 
really matters; they want to really matter. As we have established, teenagers are searching for 
answers to important questions like: 
1. How do I cope with the pressures of life without becoming angry or depressed? 
2. Is there deeper meaning to life than that which I now see and understand?  
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3. Who can I look to for inspiration and guidance or do I have to figure it all out on my 
own? (Roebben 2009, 19-20) 
These are questions that are best answered on the road. 
As we have said, the most important need of the adolescent years is the effective 
formation of identity. The same questions that must be asked during adolescence—Who am I?, 
Why do I exist? From where do I come? and To where am I going?—are the same questions that 
pilgrims must ask of themselves along the journey. In this respect, pilgrimage is a perfect 
metaphor for life in general and adolescence in particular.  
Pilgrimage is more than just a metaphor, though. Pilgrimage is a metaphor in action. One 
might say that pilgrimage is an actiphor (an active metaphor), a place where the road itself 
makes the membrane between metaphor and reality especially thin. Craig Bartholomew sees 
pilgrimage as “a micro-journey by means of which one explores the macro-journey of one’s life” 
(Bartholomew 2004, 209). In other words, the road may be the best place on earth to find both 
God and one’s self. The act of pilgrimage makes a huge positive contribution to our snes of 
identity. J.G. Davies believes that the decision to go on a pilgrimage  
is one way of acknowledging and accepting responsibility, which is an essential part of 
being human… Further, to be responsible is to accept the task of actualizing values, and a 
pilgrimage can be an opportunity to review principles and make plans to embody them 
more fully in every day life (Davies 1988, 203). 
In short, pilgrimage helps people become better people. In this way, pilgrimage acts much like a 
youth retreat or church camp experience by giving the participant a safe space to contemplate 
where they are and where they are going in life.  
Making Pilgrimage a Priority 
Jesus regularly used the road as an opportunity to teach important lessons of faith. In so 
doing, Christ models one of the simplest and most effective tools for family faith formation: the 
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power of the intentional journey. The particular destination of the trip is not nearly as important 
as the need for it to have significance for the participants.  
Consider the significance and potential power of these family destinations: a trip to the 
graves of old family saints, travel to old family homes, and trips to former places of worship. 
Each of these journeys are an opportunity to tell children the stories of our faith, point out 
ebenezers, and pray for God to continue to move mightily in the family’s future. Parents should 
be creative in identifying locations of spiritual significance and sharing them with their children. 
The conversations that take place as a result will help to cement the faith of our fathers (and 
mothers) into the minds and hearts of our children. 
 Parents should not stop there, though. The most powerful lessons are the ones we learn 
ourselves. For that reason, parents should consider the value of planning and executing more 
adventurous pilgrimages alongside their children along ancient pilgrim routes such as the 
Camino de Santiago or Via Dolorosa. Large scale pilgrimages such as these may require months 
or even years of strategizing and saving, but the investment of time and money has the potential 
to yield a lifetime of spiritual return on investment for both the parents and child. Many who 
tackle such epic journeys find that the lengthy investment of time in preparation allows the 
young person to dream, prepare their hearts, and even read the journals of other pilgrims who 
have tackled (and been changed) by the very same road. 
Parents of teenagers should allow their children to be a part of the pilgrimage planning. It 
is even better if they are allowed an opportunity to help guide the journey itself. Research has 
shown that autonomy is an important component in the healthy formation of identity. The road 
will give parents the opportunity to creatively and actively explore answers to the deepest 
questions of self-identity: 
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1. Who am I? 
2. Who does God say that I am? 
3. Why am I here? 
4. Why does the Bible say that I am here? 
5. Where am I from? 
6. Where am I going? 
In this way, pilgrimage becomes the best example of spiritual activity that is experiential, 
participatory, image-rich, and connective.  
Parents who have difficulty to undertaking a major pilgrimage should consider the 
wisdom of partnering with other families for a group trip. Communities of faith, especially the 
church, are the perfect place to partner and plan with other parents. Churches that choose to 
leverage their influence and resources to assist in the creation and execution of spiritual 
pilgrimages will help themselves in the process. Stronger families mean stronger churches. 
Churches are perfectly positioned to help families understand the need for pilgrimage and 
smoothly execute one of their own. Church leaders may even be able to assist multiple family 
units with group pilgrimages, creating a stronger bond between various adolescents and parents 
within the community. 
Epilogue: Not So Ancient Paths 
As the service in the Abbey came to a close somewhere around 3:30 A.M., my body 
longed to be back in bed and my mind began to wander.  
Had the rain begun again?  
Looking to my feet, I was thankful for the last-minute decision to pack a pair of hiking 
boots. They aren’t much to look at anymore; any other person would have long since tossed them 
out. The boots are more than a decade old and are showing their age. Dirt, mud, and dust from 
many roads and ascents cling to the shoes. Though I’ve tried, the grime now seems to defy 
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removal. I am thankful for their companionship this night but wonder if this is our final journey 
together. It would be a fitting, though lackluster, end. 
These boots and I have been up and down mountains together. They once helped me 
summit one of the fourth highest peak in the Continental 48. At some point over the years, these 
boots became more than shoes to me; they became friends. I hated to see them go, which is I 
have hung on to them so long past their prime. 
The service into which they are now pressed is a much lighter duty than that to which 
they had once been called. The gentle rise and fall of the Genessee’s grassy paths could not 
compare to the glory of a 14,000 foot Colorado ascent. These shoes had seen more exhilarating 
adventures than that brought on by the Abbey, but I wondered if this journey was perhaps their 
greatest mission yet. 
Could the journey of this week—this pilgrimage of the soul—be the most important 
journey on which they had ever, or would ever, carry me? 
Could it be that their last full measure of devotion was to see mine renewed? 
The bells chime, the service ends, and I bundle up to make my way once again along the 
path from the Abbey to my bed of sleep.  
The clouds have broken!  
As I pass the cross, I again note the lights of the cities down the valley and up the 
mountain beyond. On this night, though, the lights of the cities along the Adirondacks meet the 
gentle twinkle of the stars above. Together they create a seamless blanket of sparkling light that 
stretches from the foot of the cross into the heights of the heavens. It is a glorious display of the 
thin membrane between God and man which meets somewhere on the horizon.  
The final psalm of the night’s Vigil remains in my heart: 
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They almost made an end of me on earth 
          But I kept your precepts. 
Because of your love, give me life 
          And I will do your will. (119:87-88) 
Pondering these words in the darkness along the trail, I realize that the path that lies before me is 
now gloriously covered in a heavy frost. The cold, dark journey for which I had been deeply 
ungrateful not more than an hour ago had contained all the ingredients necessary to create this 
beauty. Without the harsh reality before, the majesty on display in the present would have never 
been. Soaking in the beauty, I looked down at just the right moment to see footsteps imprinted 
into the frost-laden path. Concern crept at the edge of my heart. Was someone else on the path in 
front of me? Pointing my torch down the trail revealed nothing more than a fine blanket of frost.  
There was something strangely familiar about these footfalls, the impression was not 
unlike my old hiking boots. Wait!?! These were my footprints, made not more than an hour ago 
as I made my pilgrimage through darkness and fear. These footfalls were the only remnants of 
the journey and the only true evidence that I had indeed walked this way to keep vigil in 
darkness under the light of the Abbey. For whatever reason, the frost of the night had been 
unable to overtake the impressions made by my journey. The cold, dark night had tried to hide 
the evidence of my journey but had ultimately failed to erase my steps of faith.  
I wondered… hoped… that this was another message from God. I longed to know that 
my life had indeed made a difference and that the effects of my efforts would not be completely 
erased even though, for awhile, they may lie unseen.  
I had made an impression. I was sure of it! Try as the oppressive dark night I had endured 
might try, something of my journey of faith would last. 
And then, it hit me square between the eyes.  
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These five visible footfalls lay in the very spot where, just an hour ago, I had encountered 
the deer that looked so deeply into my soul.  
As God is my witness: The. Exact. Same. Spot. 
Though many events and lessons in my pilgrimage were, as of yet, unclear in purpose, it 
was now fully clear to me that God was with me on this journey.  
Immanuel: God with me. 
Pondering these things in amazement, I exited the pine grove into the expanse of field 
between the Abbey and Bethlehem, and my heart skipped a beat at what lay before me.  
The miles of open fields—now fully covered in deep frost and sitting calmly beneath the 
clear light of a full moon—were shimmering in a glorious display of dazzling light. I was nearly 
blinded in the dead of night by the brilliant display. Beams of reflected moonlight were streaking 
across the ground and sky in the most wonderful show that I have ever seen. The ground looked 
to be covered with a blanket of diamonds, shimmering like stars for as far as my eyes could see 
in all directions. 
I could barely breathe, the glory of it all arresting my very soul in a moment of awe and 
wonder. I imagined that it must be like the Apostle John’s experience when he was caught up 
into heaven on the Isle of Patmos.  
And in that moment, on that path, I was not completely sure that I wasn’t in heaven. 
QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
1. Can you think of a movie, book, or song that is about pilgrimage? 
2. What do you consider to be the Bible’s most riveting (or important) example of pilgrimage? 
3. Is there a particular place where you always feel closer to God? 
a. Has there ever been a place where you were confident that God’s presence was there? 
4. Have you ever made a pilgrimage? If so, where did you go and what was the experience like? 
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5. If you had the resources (time, money, freedom, health) to make a pilgrimage to anywhere in 
the world, and knew (no matter how difficult) that you would be successful, where would 
you go? 
6. Make a list of each of your children, then identify a place of pilgrimage to make with each of 
them. Where would it be and why? 
a. Could you trust them to plan and help lead the journey? Why or why not? 
b. Would making the pilgrimage together be meaningful to them? If so, in what way? 
7. If you were to go on a pilgrimage, is there one thing about which you would be seeking an 
answer? 
8. What one thing could you change in your family today to altar its course by 2˚? 
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EPILOGUE 
 
My meager accommodations in Bethlehem now looked like they had when I arrived. My 
bag was packed, my bed made, and a silent goodbye had been offered to the House Mother. If it 
does not affect the valid status of my man-card, I might even admit to having shed a tear or two.  
The time had finally come to leave the safety of the Abbey and make my way toward 
home… toward what I was now certain would also be new life. All that was left to do was to 
take in a final hour of prayer.  
It was 6:00 A.M. and the bright light of a new dawn was pushing the darkness behind the 
horizon. I found myself face-to-face one final time with the door of the Abbey. The entryway 
which had once been my arch nemesis had now become friend and savior. It no longer seemed as 
imposing or impenetrable to me as it once had. Perhaps I looked different to it as well. I felt 
different. 
Was I? … different? 
I had arrived at the Abbey with more questions than answers. Questions like Who am I? 
and Why am I here? Had haunted me. Now, I was leaving with more answers than questions. The 
road ahead would not be easy, but I was absolutely certain that I finally had the strength to walk 
the road, wherever it may lead. 
The hour of Lauds is traditionally the most important of all the hours of prayer. It is 
celebrated at daybreak, when the sun is dispelling the night and a new day being born. The 
Church has always considered the sun to be a symbol of Christ rising from the dead. This hour of 
prayer during the first light of day is an opportunity to express joy and optimism. It is also the 
only service of the day in which the Abbey offers the Eucharist. As a Protestant in a Catholic 
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monastery, communion is closed to me, but a Blessing is not. I am barely able to pay attention as 
the service progresses; I can hardly wait to finally receive my Blessing from the priest. 
When it is time for my row to make its way to the front, I stand up and step out of my 
comfort zone. We all wind our way toward the priest, who cuts a rather striking and angelic 
figure in a brilliant white outfit trimmed in gold.  
When it is my turn, I cross my arms at the chest to indicate that I am not Catholic and, as 
such, am an outsider hoping to receive a Blessing. I sheepishly make eye contact with him, gird 
up my emotions, and step forward. There is a long awkward pause as a look of surprise crosses 
his face and is then washed away by a warm smile that seemed to hold an ocean of love. Father 
John, the officiating priest, had seen me in regular attendance at every other hour of prayer over 
the last week. He had surely noticed me at each nightly Vigil where I was the sole attender. I 
now realized that he had erroneously judged me to be the most committed of Catholics. He had, 
until now, been blissfully unaware that I had arrived the most broken of Protestants. 
He stretched out his arms, bringing the body of Christ to his lips. Through it, he spoke 
with booming confidence: 
BLESS YOU, my son. 
It was, to me, as if the words had come from the very lips of Christ himself, and in 
retrospect, I believe that they had. 
Yes… Bless me.  
† 
It was time to bid goodbye to the Abbey and, in my leaving, begin to put into practice the 
lessons that I had learned. As I made my way to the exit, I ran into Father John again. Father 
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John was the priest who, not more than an hour before, had presided over my final prayer service 
and first Eucharist at the Abbey.  
He was now making his way into the restroom. 
Father John had traded in his angelic robes for much simpler attire—gray overalls and 
work boots. The hands that had once held the chalice and wafer now held a bucket and scrub 
brush.  
He looked at me and chuckled. 
Humble work, he said. He must have guessed what I was thinking. He continued, The last 
monk who cleaned the restrooms was over a hundred years old, but he died a few years ago and 
now it’s my duty. He used to walk around the Abbey waving pieces of toilet paper after 
scrubbing the toilets. ‘We’re not angels yet,’ he would say. ‘We’re not angels yet.’ And then he’d 
go back to cleaning. 
† 
I couldn’t help but ponder Father John’s story as I drove away. 
My kids are no angels, but I was now certain that whatever time I had left with them was 
destined to be heaven on earth. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 165 
APPENDIX 2: LITURGICAL CALENDAR 
The ancient church believed that the Christian faith was meant to be counter-
cultural.136 As such, they saw their interaction with time as an opportunity to align with 
the counter-cultural Kingdom of God. In his seminal work, The Shape of the Liturgy, 
Dom Gregory Dix refers to these counter efforts by the Early Church as the sanctification 
of time.137 These ancient efforts to create a Christocentric clock would eventually take 
shape as the liturgical calendar (also called the church calendar, Christian cycle, and 
church year), a formational tool which remains in use, and mostly unchanged, today. 
Says Dix, “The liturgical cycle, when its main outline had been completed, sanctified the 
annual round of the seasons, and set out to imprint on the rhythm of nature and its 
reflection in social life the stamp of distinctively Christian ideas.”138 Its annual cycle of 
seasons, sacred days, feasts, and fasts firmly established the church as an intentionally 
counter-cultural group of peculiar people. In many ways the liturgical calendar was so 
revolutionary as to also be considered an act of civil disobedience. 
The liturgical calendar did not develop by decision or decree but arose organically 
over a lengthy period of time from disparate places and people. The word liturgy itself 
comes from the Greek words lēitos (public) and –ergos (working), meaning “the work of 
the people.” Sunday took its place on the church calendar first. As the regular ongoing 
celebration of the Lord’s Day, Sunday worship was the earliest and most important 
                                                
136 See John 17:14-17; Rom. 12:2; 2 Cor. 6:14, 17; Col. 2:8; Jam. 1:27; and 1 John 2:15. 
137 Gregory Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy (Westminster, UK: Dacre Press, 1945), 303-96. 
138 Ibid., 333. 
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addition to the calendar. By the time of the Didache (c. second century), Wednesdays and 
Fridays were celebrated as sacred days of full or partial fasting. Eventually the week 
leading up to Easter was included as an annual opportunity to celebrate through various 
rites, fasts, and feasts. The regular marking of time was now a part of the annual rhythms 
of the early church. 
By the fourth century the Easter season had been greatly expanded to include Lent 
as a time of pre-Easter preparation. Pentecost was also added as a post-Easter celebration 
marking the coming of the Holy Spirit and the founding of the church. Eventually the 
feasts at the tombs of the martyrs, co-opted celebrations such as Christmas and Epiphany, 
and finally Advent combined with the celebrations of the church to form a calendar not 
unlike the liturgical calendar still in use.139 Knowingly or not, the ancients had devised a 
remarkably effective method of spiritual formation based on the sanctification of time by 
way of a counter-cultural calendar (See Figure 1). 
                                                
139 For a broader treatment, see Andrew Brian McGowan, Ancient Christian Worship: Early 
Church Practices in Social, Historical, and Theological Perspective (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 
2014), 216-60. 
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The liturgical calendar was not only a powerful tool for the sanctification of time 
but also of spiritual formation. It walked the faith community through a dramatic annual 
retelling of the story of salvation history from the cradle to the cross, inviting the 
community into the journey of participation. The liturgical calendar was so effective that 
by the close of Late Antiquity it had become one of the Church’s primary tools of 
Figure 1. 2016 Liturgical calendar 
Source: https://sacredordinarydays.com/blogs/news/formation-foundations-2-
get-to-know-liturgical-year/ 
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spiritual formation, second only to direct instruction by parents and the priests’ 
sermons.140  
                                                
140 Kevin E. Lawson, “Children Learning the Faith in the Middle Ages: Learning from Past 
Practices for Present Needs,” in Exploring and Engaging Spirituality for Today’s Children: A Holistic 
Approach, ed. La Verna Tolbert (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock), 41. 
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APPENDIX 3: LITURGY OF THE HOURS 
If no widely prescribed pattern of daily prayer existed for 1st century Judaism and 
Christianity, we know some patterns of prayer were in place among some Christians. 
These early patterns in practice were foundational to the more fixed patterns (or offices) 
of Late Antiquity (see Table 5).  
Table 5. Biblical examples of regular fixed hour prayer  
Reference Period Text 
Daniel 6:10 Judaism “When Daniel knew that the 
document had been signed, he went 
to his house where he had windows 
in his upper chamber open toward 
Jerusalem. He got down on his knees 
three times a day and prayed and 
gave thanks before his God, as he 
had done previously.” 
Psalm 55:17 Judaism “Evening and morning and at noon I 
utter my complaint and moan, and he 
hears my voice.” 
Matthew 26:38-41 Judaism “Then he said to them, ‘My soul is 
very sorrowful, even to death; remain 
here, and watch with me.’… And he 
came to the disciples and found them 
sleeping. And he said to Peter, ‘So, 
could you not watch with me one 
hour? Watch and pray that you may 
not enter into temptation. The spirit 
indeed is willing, but the flesh is 
weak.’” 
Luke 22:39-40 Judaism “And he came out and went, as was 
his custom, to the Mount of Olives, 
and the disciples followed him. And 
when he came to the place, he said to 
them, ‘Pray…” 
Acts 1:14 Judaism/ Christianity “All these with one accord were 
devoting themselves to prayer,…” 
Acts 2:42 Judaism/ Christianity “And they devoted themselves to the 
apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, 
to the breaking of bread and the 
prayers.” 
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Acts 3:1 Judaism/ Christianity “Now Peter and John were going up 
to the temple at the hour of prayer, 
the ninth hour.” 
Acts 6:4 Judaism/ Christianity “…we will devote ourselves to 
prayer and to the ministry of the 
word.” 
Acts 10:3 Judaism/ Christianity “About the ninth hour of the day he 
saw clearly in a vision an angel of 
God come in and say to him, 
‘Cornelius.’” 
Acts 10:9 Judaism/ Christianity “…Peter went up on the housetop 
about the sixth hour to pray.” 
Acts 10:30 Judaism/ Christianity “And Cornelius said, ‘Four days ago, 
about this hour, I was praying in my 
house at the ninth hour,” 
Acts 16:25 Judaism/ Christianity “About midnight Paul and Silas were 
praying and singing hymns to God, 
and the prisoners were listening to 
them,” 
Romans 12:12 Christianity “Rejoice in hope, be patient in 
tribulation, be constant in prayer.” 
Colossians 4:2 Christianity “Continue steadfastly in prayer, 
being watchful in it with 
thanksgiving.” 
Note: Emphasis added. 
Though its genesis may be in question, there is little question that the practice of 
fixed hours of prayer was one of the earliest disciplines of the early church. The first 
century Didache suggests that the Lord’s Prayer be prayed three times a day.141 Clement 
of Alexandria (c. 150 – c. 215 CE) mentions fixed hour prayer while encouraging the 
believer to pray even more often: 
We are commanded to reverence and to honor that same one, being persuaded that 
he is Word, Savior, and Leader, and through him the Father, not on special days, 
as some others, but doing this continually in our whole life… not in a specified 
place, or selected temple, not on certain festivals and appointed days, but during 
his whole life… Now, if some assign definite hours for prayer—as, for example, 
                                                
141 Didache 8.3. 
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the third, and sixth, and ninth—yet the [Christian] prays throughout his whole 
life, endeavoring by prayer to have fellowship with God. And, briefly, having 
reached to this, he leaves behind him all that is of no service, as having now 
received the perfection of the man that acts by love. But the distribution of the 
hours into a threefold division, honored with as many prayers, those are 
acquainted with, who know the blessed triad of the holy abodes.”142 
Origen of Alexandria (c. 185 – c. 254 CE) suggest that prayer 
ought not to be performed less than three times each day… But not even the time 
of night shall we pass without such prayer, for David says, ‘At midnight I rose to 
give thanks to you because of your righteous judgments,’ and Paul, as related in 
the Acts of the Apostles, at midnight together with Silas at Philippi prayed and 
sang hymns unto God, so that the prisoners also heard them.143 
In addition to Clement and Origen of Alexandria, Tertullian, Hippolytus, Ignatius of 
Antioch and nearly every other bishop and theologian of Late Antiquity wrote on the 
subject of prayer. They each shaped the discussion in regard to the proper timing, 
content, and location of prayer. They were united in their belief that Paul’s injunction to 
“pray without ceasing”144 was a command that required every moment of one’s life to be 
dedicated to prayer. Yet each of them strongly believed in the place of regular prayer 
offices spread throughout the day and night as well.145  
By the end of the 2nd century much of the church in the West was regulated in 
their pattern of prayer: Morning, Third, Sixth, and Ninth hours, Evening, and Night.146 
The Third, Sixth, and Ninth hour prayers were likely continuations of hours of prayer 
within Judaism. The Morning and Evening hours were connected to sunrise and sunset 
                                                
142 Clement, Stromata. 7.7,12. 
143 Clement, De Oratione, 12.2. 
144 1 Thess. 5:17. 
145 Kimberly Bowes, “Personal Devotions and Private Chapels,” in Late Ancient Christianity, ed. 
Virginia Burrus, vol. 2, A People's History of Christianity (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2005), 193-4. 
146 Bradshaw, Daily Prayer, 50. 
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were called the Cathedral Offices, and were the most practiced of all the offices 
(presumably due to their occurrence outside of the typical working day). The practice of 
Night prayer had a very eschatological focus that was linked with the expectation of the 
parousia.147 Said Clement, “We must therefore sleep so as to be easily awakened.”148  
Saint Benedict of Nursia is credited with standardizing the offices in The Rule of 
Saint Benedict, a work which became the standard rule for Western monasticism and 
much of church life since the 6th century. Benedict bases his schedule of offices on the 
psalmist who says: “Seven times a day have I praised you,” and, “At midnight I arose to 
give you praise.”149 (see Table 6) 
Table 6. St. Benedict’s eight offices 
Office Time 
Lauds Sunrise 
Prime About 6:00 a.m. 
Terce Mid-morning 
Sext Noon 
None Mid-afternoon 
Vespers Sunset 
Compline Before retiring to bed 
Vigils/Matins Middle of the night 
Adapted from: Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, The Rule of Saint Benedict (Brewster, 
MA: Paraclete Press, 2012), 39; and Kenneth V. Peterson, Prayer as Night Falls: 
Experiencing Compline (Brewster, MA: Paraclete Press, 2013), 18-9. 
 
Once Constantine legalized and legitimized Christianity, the private offices 
became public. Says Dom Gregory Dix, 
                                                
147 Ibid., 57-8. 
148 Clement, Paed, 2.9. 
149 Ps. 119:164; 119:62a. 
173 
 
The office, when it had been fully organized, enabled the church to set about 
sanctifying human life within time by consecrating the chief natural points of 
every day—the quiet of the night, dawn, the beginning of work, the approach of 
the day’s heat. Noon, the return of the afternoon’s work, sunset, rest—with 
appropriate Christian prayers, publically offered on behalf of the whole 
community.150 
Bradshaw expands on Dix’s statement by noting that the content of Late Antique prayers 
were typically intercessions for the needs of the church and world, yet this is “the very 
element in the daily offices which steadily declines almost to the point of extinction.”151 
Bradshaw’s note is a reminder that whatever the character of our public and private 
worship might gain in song, ritual, reading, etc., to lose an outward focus should be 
counted as a great loss.  
                                                
150 Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy, 333. 
151 Bradshaw, Daily Prayer, 151. 
 174 
APPENDIX 4: SAINTS 
The persecutions of Late Antiquity brought refinement and further definition to 
what it meant to be a saint. During Late Antiquity, both Greek and Roman cultures 
customarily celebrated the memory of loved ones’ deaths on the anniversary of their 
birth. Family and close friends would gather at the site of burial for a funerary meal. As 
was often the case in early Christianity, adherents sometimes avoided secular practices 
altogether, occasionally continued them without change, but most often re-appropriated 
them to fit Christianity’s unique religious needs. In regard to the Saints, it is clearly the 
later. 
The martyrdom of Polycarp (c. 155 CE), the Bishop of Smyrna, is the first 
indication that persecuted Christians had begun co-opting the secular practice of funerary 
meals. The account states, 
And so we afterwards took up his bones which are more valuable than precious 
stones and finer than refined gold, and laid them in a suitable place; where the 
Lord will permit us to gather ourselves together, as we are able, in gladness and 
joy, and to celebrate the birthday of his martyrdom for the commemoration of 
those that have already fought in the contest, and for the training and preparation 
of those that shall do so hereafter.152 
One of the most obvious adjustments from secular funerary meals is a move from 
celebrating the birth date to the death date. This makes sense once one understands that 
the early church saw a martyr’s death as initiating their new birth into the glorious 
presence of God. These martyrs were instant heroes within the Christian community. The 
martyrs and their deeds quickly became local church legends and in the mind of the 
                                                
152 The Martyrdom of Polycarp 18.2-3. 
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Christian community, their faith best exemplified the model for a saint. Local 
remembrances of these martyred saints would occur on the anniversary of their death (or 
birth, as it were) with a feast wherever their remains were interred. This early custom was 
intensely local and a church community would only celebrate the anniversaries of their 
own town’s martyrs.153  
Until the mid-4th century, Easter (with its preliminary fast and 50-day celebration 
afterward) was the only universally accepted annual festival. Various local churches 
would have also maintained their own celebration of local martyrs-saints, but there were 
no widely prescribed annual celebrations or funerary meals. It wasn’t until the 
widespread persecution of Christians ceased that celebration feasts became more 
universal, owing greatly to the newfound freedom of travel and assembly. It was during 
this period that the concept of saints began expanding to include other holy men and 
women in addition to martyrs. As the allure of asceticism grew, so did the idea that those 
who willfully committed themselves to an ascetic existence were examples of spiritual 
martyrdom.154  
For those who desire an example by which to model one’s life, the evangelical 
church has traditionally shouted sola scriptura. The inherent danger of relying too 
heavily on biblical authority for guidance and modeling is that every choice in life cannot 
be clearly discerned by scripture alone. Jesus did not say to his disciples: All authority on 
                                                
153 Paul F. Bradshaw, Early Christian Worship: A Basic Introduction to Ideas and Practice, 2nd 
ed. (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2010), 99-101. 
154 Ibid. 
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earth is given to the books that you are about to write.155 Phyllis Tickle refers to this 
deification of the Bible as the creation of a Paper Pope.156  
                                                
155 Matt. 28:18. 
156 Phyllis Tickle, The Great Emergence: How Christianity is Changing and Why (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker, 2012), 46-7. 
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APPENDIX 5: FEASTS AND FASTS 
Meals as religious events within a community were common practice in 
Antiquity. The Christians’ practice merely mirrored cultural norms and continued the 
pattern in place long practice within Judaism and reframed by Christ. Robert Karris 
dramatically notes, “Jesus was killed because of the way he ate.”157 Therefore, it should 
come as no surprise that the early church wove meals into their everyday worship and 
expanded Jesus’ habit of sharing table fellowship. In describing the worship meal 
practices of Antiquity, Tertullian writes, 
We do not recline until we have first tasted of prayer to God; as much is eaten as 
to satisfy the hungry; only as much is drunk as is proper to the chaste. They are 
satisfied as those who remember that they have to praise God even in the night; 
they talk as those who know that the Lord is listening. After water for washing the 
hands, and lights, each is invited to sing publicly to God as able from Holy 
Scripture or from their own ability; thus how each has drunk is put to the test. 
Similarly prayer closes the feast.158 
Says McGowan, “This was a very conventional way to meet and celebrate shared values 
and common commitments. Yet to do so not by pouring libations for the emperors but by 
remembering a crucified victim of their rule was a more remarkable and indeed 
countercultural thing.”159 For the Late Antique Christian, worship meetings were not the 
only opportunity for religiously motivated communal meals. 
The Early Church would also regularly gather at the tombs of local martyrs for 
funerary meals. These annual celebrations of remembrance offered the opportunity to 
                                                
157 Robert J. Karris, Luke, Artist and Theologian: Luke’s Passion Account as Literature (New 
York, NY: Paulist Press, 1985), 70. 
158 Tertullian, Apologies 39.17-18.  
159 McGowan, Ancient Christian Worship, 22. 
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participate in a communal meal, share stories, worship, and look forward to the great 
Wedding Banquet of the Lamb where the community would be reunited with Christ and 
the martyrs. These events were so powerful that they soon became additions to the local 
church calendar as Feast Days, taking their positions alongside more universal feasts 
celebrating Paschal, Pentecost, and eventually others such as Epiphany and Advent. 
The revelry and celebration that came as part of the communal meals and feast 
days were balanced by regular days and seasons of fasting. The most famous season of 
fasting became the pre-Easter time of Lent, where the community of faith would join the 
new initiates to the church in their ritual fast. Less well known is the common practice of 
the early church to fast for portions of Wednesday and Friday. These regular times of 
fasting did not require fully abstaining from food but also permitted a simple change in 
diet. These occasions for fasting were opportunities to devote one’s self more fully to 
prayer and repentance.  
The place of food and the communal meal as the primary method of mediating 
one’s worship was short-lived. The ancient church abandoned the meal as the centerpiece 
of worship before the end of Late Antiquity. The Eucharist was now relegated to a 
programmed segment within a larger service dedicated to worship. Feast days continued 
to be celebrated, but the feasts themselves eventually fell away. In time, fasting became a 
more individualized practice; losing its communal aspect, save for Lent in a much 
diminished way.  
The loss of meals as the context for worship has had broad implications beyond 
the walls of the church. Says Leonard Sweet, 
A neglect of the table in our churches is echoed in our families and our 
communities.… We are eating out more and more, eating in less and less. We eat 
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one in every five meals in our car. One in four of us eat at least one fast-food meal 
every single day. US households spend roughly the same amount per week on fast 
food as groceries. Sixty years ago, the average dinnertime was ninety minutes; 
today it is less than twelve minutes. And that’s when we do eat dinner together, 
which is less and less frequently. The majority of US families report eating a 
single meal together less than five days a week. And even then our “dinners 
together” are mostly in front of the TV. No wonder the average parent spends 
only 38.5 minutes per week in meaningful conversation with their children. We 
are losing the table.160 
Beware the barrenness of an overly-busy life, especially when it encroaches on family 
mealtimes. Tongue firmly planted in cheek, Edward Smither wonders if Augustine would 
“forsake rich and spiritual mealtime discussions for a chance to blog instead?”161 
                                                
160 Leonard I. Sweet, From Tablet to Table: Where Community Is Found and Identity Is Formed 
(Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2014), 9-10. 
161 Edward Smither, “Learning from Patristic Evangelism and Discipleship,” in The Contemporary 
Church and the Early Church: A Case Study in Ressourcement, ed. Paul A. Hartog (Eugene, OR: Wipf & 
Stock, 2010), 49. 
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APPENDIX 6: CREEDS 
To understand the importance of a creed to ancient Christianity, one must 
understand the situation in which the early church found itself. The printing press would 
not be invented for another thousand or so years, meaning there were no widely available 
copies of the Bible for dissemination, consumption, or doctrinal arbitration. This would 
not have been an issue though, as there was no Bible. While generally accepted listings of 
texts thought to be divinely inspired were circulating as early as 140 CE, the canon would 
not be generally agreed upon until the third or fourth century. In regard to the Gospels, 
Letters and Epistles that were in circulation before the acceptance of the canon, illiteracy 
was such that many new Christians would have been unable to read them anyway. Add to 
these facts a growing population of Christian who had been converted from paganism and 
it is easy to understand the desire for a clear and concise oral creed that should be easy to 
understand and memorize.  
It is possible that the church’s earliest creed is recorded within the biblical text. 
Paul’s first letter to the church in Corinth states, 
For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received: that 
Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried, 
and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures, and that 
he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five 
hundred brothers and sisters at one time, most of whom are still alive, though 
some have died. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles.162 
Paul’s language is creedal in nature and includes an introduction that seems to indicate 
the declaration was already in circulation as a primary statement of belief among the 
                                                
162 1 Cor. 15:3-7. 
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early church. If one takes the earliest possible dating of Paul’s letter to be true, then it 
would that the church had already developed a creedal statement within five years of 
Jesus’ resurrection. No matter one’s opinion of the creedal nature of Paul’s statement in 1 
Corinthians, it is clear that the church continued working to define a universal creed, and 
the eventual agreement on the canon of scripture did little to diminish the desire for a 
creedal statement of belief.  
The Bible only increased the need for creed. Those that were developed include: 
the Old Roman Symbol (c. second century), The Apostles’ Creed (c. second – third 
century), Nicene Creed (c. 325 CE), Chalcedonian Creed (c. 451 CE), and Athanasian 
Creed (c. 500 CE), and many more as time progressed. New understandings, and 
especially new perceived heresies, led to new creeds. For example, the earlier creeds 
(such as the Apostles’ Creed) do not address the Christological issues that later creeds 
(such as Nicea) sought to correct. Says Thomas Oden, 
Drawing the whole course of Christian teaching into a single, cohesive statement 
was the motive of every early Christian teacher commissioned to prepare persons 
for baptism. The creed was a convenient way of drawing together the entire 
diverse narrative meaning of the Old and New Testament Scriptures into a simple, 
memorizable affirmation of baptismal faith. This is why Christians all over the 
world still appeal to this most widely received of all ancient confessions.”163 
Bishops continued to utilize creedal statements alongside the Bible as a way “to 
assure the catechumens that nothing in the [creed] was contrary to the biblical message. 
Being schooled in the creed was the first step in learning not only what the Bible meant 
but also in preparing these candidates to read the Bible with insight.”164 It was the 
                                                
163 Oden, “The Faith Once Delivered,” 7. 
164 Williams, Tradition, Scripture, and Interpretation, 63. 
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responsibility of the bishop to instruct the new converts (catechumens) in the rudiments 
of the Christian faith. The bishop would pass the faith to them in the form of statements 
of belief (called a “creed” or “rule of faith”) for memorization and embodiment. The 
catechumens would pass the creed back to the bishop in order to be confirmed in the 
church. This would most regularly happen as part of the Easter vigil and would happen 
immediately in advance of their baptism and first Eucharist. 
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APPENDIX 7: CATECHISM 
Mention the word catechism and most imagine a systematic statement of belief 
usually arranged in the form of question and answer. Some will imagine rows of Catholic 
parochial students, reciting by rote, the call-and-response answers to the infamous 
Baltimore Catechism. While the words Catholic and catechism seem to go hand in hand, 
many Protestant religious movements have written and taught their own central 
statements of belief as well. These Protestant catechisms include the venerable 
Heidelberg Catechism and Augsburg Confession. Even conservative bastion Bob Jones 
University supplies a catechism to private and homeschool venues.165  
The term catechism comes from the word catechesis out the Greek verb katēcheō, 
a general word among many in the New Testament for teaching or instruction. Catechism 
carries with it the idea “to echo.” The Early Church chose this term to best represent the 
act of handing the teachings of Jesus and the faith of the church on to new believers.166 
Early catechism teachers became known as catechists, or literally echoers. Over time, 
catechesis developed into an intentional form of Christian formation based on personal 
and verbal instruction with the goal of mastering and internalizing essential information 
of the faith. In its most foundational form, catachesis needs only a teacher, a student, and 
transferrable content. 
                                                
165 “Bible Truths for Christian Growth,” BJU Press, accessed April 21, 2015, 
https://www.bjupress.com/resources/bible/bible-truths-christian-growth.php. 
166 Ginger Infantino, Handbook for Today’s Catechist: The Role of the Catechist, Planning 
Effective Lessons, Sharing the Faith (Liguori, MO: Liguori Publications, 2009), 10. 
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Much of what is known about early Christian catechesis must be pieced together 
from various documents of the period. The Didache (c. second century), Hippolytus’ 
Baptismal Questions of Affirmation (c. 215), Origen’s On First Principle (c. 250), Cyril 
of Jerusalem’s Catechetical Lectures (c. 350), the Apostolic Constitutions (c. fourth 
century), and Augustine’s The Catholic Faith (c. 421) alongside other sources from 
Antiquity together paint a picture of what a convert would have experienced in coming to 
Christ during the first through fifth centuries.167 Though there was never a definitive 
procedure for catechizing converts, a relatively standard process of four distinct stages 
eventually developed. 
Those interested in becoming a Christian, called Inquirers, were welcomed as an 
observer during this first stage of catechesis. The period of inquiry was marked by being 
of indefinite length and always occurring within the context of relationship, often 
alongside a sponsor who was responsible to guide and testify on behalf of the inquirer. If 
converted, the inquirer would join the ranks of the catechumenate. 
                                                
167 For the text of these and other documents, see Williams, Tradition, Scripture, and 
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The Catechumen phase was a 
structured process of instruction lasting 
between one to three years in length. 
Though many regarded catechumens as 
Christians, they were yet to be fully 
received as part of the faith community 
and the sacraments of baptism and 
Eucharist were withheld.168 This period 
of instruction generally focused on (1) 
Scripture and the Trinity as the foundation of the Christian life; (2) the Creed (Rule of 
Faith), Lord’s Prayer (Rule of Prayer), and the Decalogue (Rule of Life); (3) the Spiritual 
Life and the Church; and (4) Christian maturity (See Figure 2). Upon satisfactory 
completion of instruction, catechumens were admitted to the final step before baptism.169 
The Candidate phase commenced at the beginning of Lent in preparation for 
baptism at the Easter Vigil. Indeed, Lent came to be Lent as a result of the church 
community joining the candidates for this season of deep reflection and repentance. As 
the culminating act of a lengthy process of catechesis, candidates were most often 
baptized gender-segregated and naked, three times, professing belief in Father, Son, and 
Spirit before each of three immersions. 
                                                
168 J. I. Packer and Gary A. Parrett, Grounded in the Gospel: Building Believers the Old-fashioned 
Way (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2010), 54. 
169 Joel Scandrett, “Reclaiming Catechesis for Christian Formation” (lecture, Malone University, 
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Figure 2. Catechetical pyramid of instruction 
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Immediately upon baptism the newly Initiated were anointed, prayed over by 
laying on of hands, celebrated, and officially inducted into the community through the 
Eucharist. Until this point converts had neither experienced the Eucharist nor had they 
been catechized regarding it. The mysteries of the meal, combined with full and final 
admission to the community, intersected at Easter. In a sense, though, the process of 
catechization had just begun. The newly initiated were expected to continue to conform 
to Christ, model a faithful life, and lead others to knowledge of Christ. 
The intent of catechesis in the early church was more than memorization or a 
simple mastery of the basics. Catechesis was designed to be holistic and communal. It 
envisioned being a progressive process that would ultimately become lifelong in scope.  
Despite its historic and effective use by the early church to form faith and educate 
adherents in the rudiments of that faith, by the end of the Middle Ages the church had lost 
its way. Faith formation through the systematic catechizing of children and adults became 
an increasingly rare occurrence, and a church once passionate about the spiritual depth 
and development of its people became concerned about other things. Spiritual Formation, 
if it happened at all, now largely took place solely through sermons, liturgy, 
hymnography, processions, and art.170 It wasn’t enough. 
Those desiring deep formation—which historically had been offered through 
catechetical programs—were now forced to enter the monastic life or go without. The 
largely uncatechized church of the Middle Ages became the fertile soil for serious errors 
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in terms of doctrine, experience, and practice, making the period very dark indeed.171 It 
was not until the Reformation and the clarion call of Martin Luther, John Calvin, and 
others that the church saw a return to the direct teachings of Scripture and the 
catechetical practices of the early church. Luther’s Small Catechism, Calvin’s Geneva 
Catechism, the Heidelberg Catechism, and a new counter-catechism from the RCC 
worked in tandem with the newly invented printing press to a golden age of catechism. It 
may well be said that it was the newfound focus on historic catechism, alongside the 
power of the press to distribute it, that stoked the fires of the Reformation itself. 
Reflecting on their efforts, Charles Arand explains, 
The reformers addressed the daily needs of parish life, they took with utmost 
seriousness the task of catechizing the laity and clergy alike. To that end, they 
utilized every available means possible in order that the catechism might 
permeate the entire life of the congregation. In the process, they managed to re-
evangelize the people of their day that they might become functional Christians 
and not Christians in name only.172 
It would seem that the world today is not that unlike the days just before the dawn of the 
Reformation.  
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MO: Concordia Academic, 2000), 80-1. 
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APPENDIX 8: PILGRIMAGE 
The idea of Christian pilgrimage finds its roots at the dawn of Late Antiquity 
when martyr devotees began eschewing local martyr tombs for martyr tombs abroad. 
When Emperor Constantine legitimized Christianity, removing its criminal status, 
pilgrimage became a common act of spiritual devotion as Christians could now publically 
travel and worship with impunity. As Christianity became more firmly embedded in the 
secular establishment, it began to amass a great deal of attention, property, and wealth. 
This prompted a counter-movement of ascetics and pilgrims who devoted themselves 
even more wholly to their faith. These pilgrims sought places of physical and spiritual 
refuge from the culture both within and without the church.173 
Pilgrimage as a common act of devotion has waxed and waned over the centuries. 
The Middle Ages are generally considered pilgrimage’s golden age while the 
Reformation brought it to the brink of annihilation. The modern era has seen a slow but 
strong and steady increase in pilgrimage as an act of devotion. The meaning and efficacy 
of pilgrimage has also changed from culture to culture and age to age.  
The pilgrims of Late Antiquity would have journeyed for far different reasons 
than those of the Middle Ages or today. This helps explain why the Reformers lodged 
such scathing indictments against the practice of pilgrimage, especially as it relates to 
saints, relics, and indulgences. The Reformers’ rebuke of pilgrimage as practice was so 
effective that it nearly altogether suppressed the practice among Protestants until the 
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modern era.174 In his book, The Way of the Lord: Christian Pilgrimage Today, N.T. 
Wright blames his own longstanding avoidance of pilgrimage as practice or subject of 
study on his thoroughly evangelical upbringing, saying: “There was a strong sense, 
indeed, that place and buildings could actually get in the way [of God’s presence and 
power].”175 Wright has long since changed his mind, though, and that should lead 
Christians to likewise consider anew the efficacy of pilgrimage. 
Despite the objections of the Reformers to pilgrimage, biblical examples of the 
practice are numerous and must be taken into consideration. Among the most well known 
are (1) the cross-continent caravan of Magi to visit the Christ child, (2) Abraham’s 
exodus of Ur toward the promised land of Canaan, (3) the children of Israel’s journey 
from Egypt across the Sinai peninsula toward the Promised Land, (4) and the Apostle 
Paul’s Damascus Road journey. Perhaps it is not so much the practice of pilgrimage that 
is problematic but the object of devotion itself. The Reformers critique was based more 
on the objects of devotion that motivated Middle Age pilgrimages than they were the act 
of spiritual journeying itself. As such, the proper practice of spiritual pilgrimage should 
ensure that saints, relics, people, and places are not, as the Reformers critiqued, “usurping 
the role of Christ as sole mediator and intercessor and even of the Father himself as the 
source of all gifts.”176  
Unlike many misguided Middle Age pilgrims, the ancient advocates of pilgrimage 
were well aware that one did not necessarily have to go to Jerusalem, the Holy Land, or 
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any other specific place to experience the presence of God. As in the Pentecost event of 
Acts 2, God came to his people through the power and presence of the Holy Spirit. Yet 
one cannot discount overwhelming number of examples from the Old Testament, New 
Testament, and Late Antiquity of ancient God-followers who did make journeys to holy 
places out of duty and desire to better experience the presence and power of God. These 
pilgrims discovered what many other spiritual travelers throughout the ages have 
discovered: Leaving one’s present location for a spiritual journey (a pilgrimage) creates 
unique opportunities for God to break through the mundane rhythms of everyday life that 
can burden and distract. The familiar often obscures the eternal; the pilgrimage forces one 
to leave the familiar and open oneself to the eternal. By setting one’s feet toward God, it 
allows the believer to also set his mind and heart more fully toward God. In short, 
pilgrimage doesn’t bring God closer to pilgrim but the pilgrim closer to God. 
With this in mind, it is not so much the destination that matters as much as one’s 
willingness to leave behind something lesser in order to set one’s self toward something 
greater, i.e. an intentional journey with spiritual formation as the desired outcome. And 
yet, without the motivational benefit that comes as a result of having selected a specific 
destination for the pilgrimage, it seems unlikely that many pilgrims would ever begin a 
journey at all. On that point, agreement can be found with the Ancients; true pilgrimage 
is not just travel to a place, but rather travel to a place of profound significance. 
Pilgrimage is a journey to a holy place, “a location where the membrane between this 
world and a reality beyond is especially thin, where a transcendent reality impinges on 
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the immanent.”177 It may not necessarily be that the pilgrim’s destination is itself imbued 
with a thin membrane where the temporal and transcendent unite but that it is a location 
where the membrane between the person’s own mind/heart and God is especially thin. By 
that definition, any location of personal meaning will do as a pilgrimage destination.  
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